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The English Renaissance 

1500 - 1660 

 

1. Changes in society 

 

Around 1500 English history entered upon a new and important phase: the Renais-
sance. This does not mean, of course, that society took on an entirely new aspect in that 
particular year. Many of the features that we now call typical of the Renaissance period 
had their roots in the later Middle Ages; but it was not until the early sixteenth century that 
these new developments had become sufficiently strong to affect the character of society 
as a whole. 

The word “Renaissance” means “rebirth”, and the 
term is mostly used to refer to the renewed interest in 
the cultures of ancient Greece and Rome that arose 
at that time. The works of the great classical writers 
had never been wholly forgotten, but they had been 
looked upon primarily as the products of a civilization 
that was pagan in character, and therefore to be 
rejected.  

When Renaissance scholars set out to study 
classical culture, they did so with an open mind, casting 
off the prejudices of medieval Christianity. For them 
Greek and Roman culture came to be an ideal, an 
example to be applied to their own times, and classical 
influence can be seen in many forms of Renaissance art 
and thought. Among the most prominent of these 
humanists, as they came to be called, were the 
Dutchman Erasmus and the Englishman Thomas More, 
whose description of an ideal society Utopia is still 
widely read today. 

In a wider sense the term “rebirth” points to a number of fundamental changes in the 
way man looked upon himself and upon his place in the world around him. The nature of 
these changes may perhaps be brought out most clearly by comparing medieval and 
Renaissance ideas. 

 

 

 

Live and die in 
Aristotle's works.  
 
(Christopher Marlowe) 
 

In the kingdom of the 
blind, the one-eyed man 
is king.  
 
(Desiderius Erasmus) 

 
In regione caecorum rex est 
luscus.  
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1 From a collective to an individual attitude 

 

In the Middle Ages people were seen, and saw themselves, as members of a larger 
body: they belonged to a family, a guild, a religious community, a nation. Gradually, 
however, man came to view himself as an individual being, whose thoughts, feelings and 
actions had a value and an importance of their own. This growing self-awareness is 
reflected in many areas. In religion, it led to the Reformation and the rise of Protestantism, 
with its emphasis on the individual relation between man and God.  

It is also seen in the beginnings of the 
capitalist system, based on private 
enterprise and the interests of the 
individual merchants. In the arts, too, we 
find a growing self-consciousness. Most 
medieval art had been anonymous, but the 
Renaissance artist saw his work as a 
personal achievement, and proudly 
attached his name to it. The emphasis on 
individual ability led to a desire to develop 
one‟s talents in every possible direction. 
The ideal Renaissance man was expected 
to be a soldier, a poet, a hunter, a scholar 
and a musician in one (i.e. an “uomo 
universale”). 

 

 

2 From a theocentric (“God-centred”) to an anthropocentric (“man-

centred”) outlook 

 

One of the first things that a reading of, for 
example, Chaucer‟s Prologue to The Canterbury 
Tales will make clear, is how important the role of 
the Church in the medieval society was. Man was 
constantly reminded that life on earth was but a 
preparation for death and the judgment to come, 
which would send him either to heaven or to hell. In 
the Renaissance religion had by no means 
disappeared; but the description of the period as 
”the discovery of man and the world” indicates that the idea of death no longer prevented 
man from exploring and enjoying life as fully as possible. The famous Renaissance motto 
carpe diem (“seize the day”) is not the opposite of the medieval memento mori; rather it is 
its result. It was because Renaissance man was acutely aware that all men must die that 
he was determined to make the most of life. 

In essence the Renaissance 
was simply the green end of 
one of civilization's hardest 
winters.  
 
John Fowles 
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3 From dogmatic belief to critical investigation 

 

Medieval ideas about man and the world around him were relatively static. The great 
truths were held by the Church, which provided religious explanations for most things, and 
there could be no questioning of these official doctrines. In the Renaissance, however, we 
find a growing desire for intellectual independence. Scholars and scientists were no longer 
prepared to accept the explanations by the Church uncritically. They insisted on basing 
their views not on authority, but on their own 
investigations.  

 

A crucial role in this revival of learning was 
played by the new printing press, introduced in 
England at the end of the fifteenth century. It now 
became possible to spread ideas over a larger area 
at a low cost, and in the communication of ideas it 
soon proved to be of tremendous importance. 
Almost inevitably, this attitude led to conflicts with 
the Church, as in the famous case of Galilei, whose 
theory that the earth revolves round the sun was in 
direct contrast with the official view that the arth 
formed the centre of the universe. But although 
Galilei was sentenced to imprisonment on account 
of his views, the Church eventually lost its authority in matters of science. And it is in this 
rejection of authority and the insistence that conclusions should be based on experiments 
only that we find the beginnings of science in the modern sense of the word. 

 

The Reformation 

The Reformation was a religious revolution that took place in Western Europe in the 16th 
century. It arose from objections to doctrines and practices in the medieval church and 
ultimately led to the freedom of dissent. 

New forces fanned discontent with the church and the medieval order of society. There 
had long been outcries against abuses in the church, especially the blatant worldliness of 
some of the clergy, the emphasis on money, and the oppressiveness, not only intellectual 
but economic, of members of the church hierarchy. The desire for change was increased 
by the appearance of humanism and the spirit of the Renaissance. Study of the ancient 
Greek and Hebrew texts concentrated attention on the Bible and evoked a new critical 
spirit. The Renaissance also tended to develop an emphasis on the individual. The later 
humanists were outspoken in their attacks on the abuses in the church; 
Desiderius Erasmus was, perhaps, the most prominent. The intimate connection between 
the new learning and the Reformation itself is shown in the pursuits of men who were to be 
prominent in the Reformation in central Europe; the very founding of the Univ. of 
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Wittenberg, which was to be the center of revolt, 
was part of the urge to humanism. 

The rise of the cities and of the power of merchants 
and the middle class generally not only upset the 
old medieval order of things but created much 
discontent with the scholastic views on finance and 
economic affairs that fettered the enterprise of the 
men in search of wealth. The economy of Europe 
was expanding and forcing cracks in the more or 
less rigid walls of the system. Scholars of the 20th 
cent. have put a great deal of emphasis on the 
connection between the new modes of religious 
thought and economic change (i.e., the connection 
between Protestantism and capitalism) as a major 
force in the Reformation.  

 

2. Changes in literature 

 

The changes in the outlook on life obviously had their impact on art and literature in 
particular. “New” popular literary genres arose, such as: 

* Sonnet 

Made fashionable by the Italian poet Petrarch about 1350 and introduced in England 
almost 200 years later. It is a poem written in one stanza consisting of 14 lines, with a fixed 
rhyme scheme. Originally the subject matter of a sonnet was love, but in the seventeenth 
century sonnets were also written about religious experiences or other serious subjects. 
Also the original form was sometimes adapted like in so-called Shakesperian sonnets. 

 

* Essay 

A short composition in prose in which the author discusses a certain subject, and gives 
his point of view. A genre that already existed in Greek and Roman times. Example: the 
essays of Francis Bacon (published 1597). 

 

* Elegy 

Taken over from the Greeks and the Romans, this was in the Renaissance a solemn 
poem of meditation (later it came to be a poem lamenting the death of a particular person). 
Example: the elegies of John Donne (see reader 6: “Metaphysical Poetry”). 

Humanism: philosophical and literary 
movement in which man and his 
capabilities are the central concern. The 
term was originally restricted to a point of 
view prevalent among thinkers in the 
Renaissance. The distinctive characteristics 
of Renaissancehumanism were its emphasis 
on classical studies, or the humanities, and 
a conscious return to classical ideals and 
forms. The movement led to a restudy of the 
Scriptures and gave impetus to the 
Reformation. The term humanist is applied 
to such diverse men as Giovanni Boccaccio, 
Petrarch, Lorenzo Valla, Lorenzo de' 
Medici, Erasmus, and Thomas More.  
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* Biography 

A description of the life of one particular person. Example: The Lives by Isaac Walton, 
written between 1640 and 1678, and dealing with the life of, for instance, the poet John 
Donne. 

 

* Pastoral 

A poem or a play in which the author expresses his longing for the simple and peaceful 
life of shepherds and other countryside characters, and idealizes nature and rural life. 
Examples: Edmund Spenser‟s Shepherd’s Calender and Shakespeare‟s comedy As You 
Like It. 
 

* Drama 

One can safely say that drama went 
through a revolution in the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries. The 
anonymous and amateurish religious 
plays disappeared from the stage 
altogether, to make place for the 
highly sophisticated tragedies and 
comedies by Shakespeare and 
others. 

 

 

It al began when travelling theatre 
companies took over the staging of plays from 
the trade guilds. They did not perform on 
wagons, but on a booth-stage set up in the 
market-place. This created problems with the 
collection of money - we are now dealing with 
professional, commercial actors - so later 
these companies moved on to the yard of an 
inn or of a baiting-house, where normally 
animal fights were held (see picture). In the 
beginning, therefore, all performances were 
still in the open air, but soon plays were also 
staged indoors, in the hall of a manor house 
for instance. In the 1570s the first permanent 
playhouses were built, some of which had an 
outdoor stage, others of which were roofed 
over. 
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Although theatre practice in those days began to look more and more like modern 
drama, there was one big difference: women were not allowed on the stage, so that all 
parts for women were played by dressed-up boys. This circumstance must have given an 
extra dimension to, for instance, some of Shakespeare‟s comedies, in which several 
heroines dress up as men. It must also have influenced the handling of love scenes. 

As in all fields of literature during the Renaissance, examples from classical times 
began to influence the writers of the plays. Especially the Roman playwright Seneca was 
an important source of inspiration. Instead of the general moral and religious conflicts of 
the medieval plays, we now find the dramatization of personal dilemmas. Moreover, drama 
was no longer the product of an anonymous group of common people. When Henry VII 
closed all monasteries, many young men from the universities, who had learning but no 
money, had to find another career than the usual one as a clerk. Several of these men 
turned to writing as a profession. 

Many playwrights were actors as well. 
They provided the company of which they 
were a member with plays from their own 
hand. Shakespeare is an example of this, 
but also Christoper Marlowe (1564-1593), 
who has always had to stand in the 
shadow of his great contemporary. Kit 
Marlowe was one of the so-called 
University Wits, penniless graduates from 
Oxford or Cambridge with a wild reputati-
on. He was stabbed to death in a tavern 
fight, but researchers have found out that 
he was a secret agent for Queen 
Elizabeth, and that his death had probably 
less to do with a drunken brawl than with 
secrets of state. Marlowe‟s chief plays are 
“Tamburlaine” (1587), “Doctor Faustus” 
(1588) and “The Jew of Malta” (1592), all 
of them remarkable tragedies about man‟s 
insatiable hunger for power, knowledge 
and wealth respectively. 

 

Benjamin Jonson (1572-1637) is another playwright whose reputation has been dwarfed 
by Shakespeare. Ben Jonson started his career as a bricklayer, but in 1597 he began to 
work in the theatre business. One of his first plays to be performed was “Every Man in His 
Humour”, a comedy with Wil Shakespeare in the cast. Jonson also wrote tragedies, but 
these are rather boring, something that cannot be said of his comedies. Especially his 
satiric plays “Volpone” (1606) and “The Alchemist” (1610) are quite entertaining. In 1603, 
when James I came to power, Jonson went to work for the court, producing so-called 
“masques”. A masque was a sort of play involving a lot of dancing, fanciful costumes, and 
spectacular machinery. Jonson was also an excellent poet, who strongly influenced the 
poetry of the seventeenth century. 
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Jonson was a very different playwright from Shakespeare. With the rediscovery of the 
classics certain rules about the writing of a play were dug up again as well. According to 
these neo-classical rules a play had to conform to the three unities. The first of these was 
unity of action, meaning that the plot contains no digressions, and that everything that 
happens on the stage is necessary for the action. Unity of place implies that the play is set 
at one and the same location, and unity of time, finally, demands that the time represented 
on the stage takes very little more than the two or three hours it takes to perform the play. 

Ben Jonson was a true classicist who applied these rules conscientiously to his plays. 
William Shakespeare could not care less about them, and used digressions freely, 
switched the action from place to place, and did not mind letting years pass between one 
act and another. A true genius, William Shakespeare could afford to be original. Thanks to 
his enormous fame and influence the rules of the unities never gained a firm foothold in 
English drama. 

 

William Shakespeare

Shakespeare‟s work was meant to be seen 
and heard, not read, and the first official 
edition of his plays dates from 1623, seven 
years after his death, when two of his former 
fellow-actors collected them in what has 
become known as the First Folio, a massive 
book containing thirty-seven plays. They are 
conveniently, rather than correctly, grouped 
into three categories: 

 

a  The histories 

comprise ten plays known by the names of English kings. Although dealing with 
historical subjects, they are generally much more than “scenes from the English past”. 
In the presentation of his material, Shakespeare touches upon fundamental political and 
moral questions, and he adds a psychological dimension to the bare facts of history. 
Some of the history-plays have comic subplots. Some examples, also recently put on 
stage, are: “Henry IV” (1597-98), and “Richard II” (1594-96). 

b The Comedies 

Under comedies we find a large variety of plays, different in both character and 
quality; early attempts like “Love Labour’s Lost” (1590-92), the romantic “A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream (1594-96), two of his best-known comedies, “As You Like It” (1599-1600) 
and “Twelfth Night” (1599-1601), but also “The Merchant of Venice” (1594-96), which, at 
least for a modern audience, contains an element of tragedy in the figure of Shylock, the 
Jew. 
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c The Tragedies 

Shakespeare‟s greatest achievement lies in the tragedies. This section contains 
“Romeo and Juliet” (1594-97), an early play but one that has always enjoyed great 
popularity; “Julius Caesar” (1598-99) is the best of the so-called Roman plays, which 
deal with scenes from Roman history. Superior to all these, however, is a quartet of 
tragedies all written in the first decade of the seventeenth century: “Hamlet” (1600-01), 
“Othello” (1604-05), “King Lear” (1605-06) and ”Macbeth” (1605-06). It is in these plays 
that Shakespeare‟s genius is at its most impressive. Not only do they analyze in depth 
the minds of the central characters, but in doing so they explore human nature itself, 
and nearly four centuries of Shakespeare studies have not been able to exhaust their 
richness. 

 

In recent analyses of Shakespeare 
plays, critics have come to distinguish yet 
another type of play, i.e. the Tragi-
Comedy, which is - as the term already 
indicates - a play with both tragic and 
comic elements. As examples of this type 
of play are generally mentioned “The 
Merchant of Venice” (1594-96) and “The 
Taming of the Shrew” (1594-96), which, 
especially to the taste of a modern 
audience, start off light-heartedly to end in 
tragic and serious aftertones. “The 
Merchant of Venice” ends with the tragical 
abuse and mal-treatment of its main 
character Shylock; in “The Taming of the 
Shrew” the humorous battle of sexes 
between the two antagonists eventually 
turns into a serious and profound comment 
on love and role-play. 

 

Let‟s read one of the master‟s sonnets!  
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Sonnet XVIII (William Shakespeare) 

 

Shall I compare thee to a Summer's day? 

 

Thou are more lovely and more temperate: 
 

Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May, 
 

And Summer's lease hath all too short a date: 

 
Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines, 

 
And often is his gold complexion dimm'd; 

 
And every fair from fair sometime declines, 

 

By chance or nature's changing course untrimm'd: 
 

But thy eternal Summer shall not fade 
 

Nor lose possession of that fair thou ow'st; 
 

Nor shall Death brag thou wander'st in his shade, 

 
When in eternal lines to time thou grow'st: 

 
So long as men can breathe, or eyes can see, 

 

So long lives this, and this gives life to thee. 
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Christopher Marlowe 
 

It is in Christopher Marlowe (1564-1593) 
that we meet the first of the great English 
dramatists of the Renaissance. There is not 
much about Marlowe’s life that we know for 
certain, but his name has always been 
surrounded by mystery and rumour, including 
charges of atheism and claims that he was a 
government agent. His fame rests on a handful 
of plays, of which “The Tragical History of Dr 

Faustus” isbest known to modern audiences. His work shows him as a writer of 
tremendous energy and talent, and it has often been speculated that he might have 
become as great as Shakespeare if he had not been stabbed to death in a fight at a 
London tavern at the age of twenty-nine. 

 

The figure of Dr Faustus appears to have been partly historical: we know of a Johan 
Fausten, who lived in Germany in the early 16th century and who claimed to possess 
magical powers. Many stories, true or untrue, were told about him and these were 
eventually collected in a “Faust-Buch”, which was translated into English in 1592. 
Marlowe’s Dr Faustus, however, is much more than an ordinary magician. He is the typical 
Renaissance man: a brilliant scholar, an individualist, proud of his own achievements and 
eager to explore the limits of human knowledge. 
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At the beginning of the play 
Faustus has acquired as much 
learning as a human being possibly 
can. But he is not satisfied with 
what logic, medicine and the law 
can offer him; he longs for greater 
subjects to occupy his mind. He 
calls up Mephistophilis, “servant to 
great Lucifer”. He is promised 
twenty-four years of unlimited 
power and pleasure in return for 
his soul. Faustus agrees and a 
contract is made and signed with 
his own blood. A Good Angel 
appears, urging him to return to 
God, but the Bad Angel that 
follows encourages him to go on, 
since no return is possible. 

Together they create the psychological struggle in Faustus that will last throughout the 
play. There are times when Faustus, realizing he has given up the joys of heaven, eagerly 
wishes to repent, but each time his darker side is ultimately victorious. 
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From: “The Tragicall History of Dr Faustus” 

 

Faustus enters his study 

 

FAUSTUS: 

Now, Faustus, must thou needs be damned, 

And canst thou not be saved ? 

What boots it, then, to think of God or heaven ?    Baat 

Away with such vain fancies, and despair; 

Despair in God, and trust in Belzebub: 

Now go not backward; no Faustus, be resolute: 

Why waver’st thou ? O something soundeth in mine ears:  Twijfelt 

“Abjure this magic, turn to God again !”     Zweer af 

Ay, and Faustus will turn to God again. 

To God ? He loves thee not: 

The God thou servest is thine own appetite, 

Wherein is fixed the love of Belzebub: 

To Him I’ll build an altar and a church, 

And offer lukewarm blood of new-born babes.    Lauw 
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Enter Good Angel and Evil Angel 

 

GOOD ANGEL: 

Sweet Faustus, leave that execrable art.     Verwerpelijk 

FAUSTUS: 

Contrition, prayer, repentance - what of them ?    Berouw 

GOOD ANGEL: 

O, they are means to bring thee unto heaven ! 

EVIL ANGEL: 

Rather illusions, fruits of lunacy, 

That make men foolish that do trust them most. 

GOOD ANGEL: 

Sweet Faustus, think of heaven and heavenly things. 

EVIL ANGEL: 

No, Faustus, think of honour and of wealth. 

FAUSTUS: 

Of wealth ! 

Why, the signory of Emden shall be mine.    Domein 

When Mephistophilis shall stand by me, 
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What can God hurt thee, Faustus ! Thou art safe: 

Cast no more doubts. - Come Mephistophilis, 

And bring glad tidings from great Lucifer; -    Nieuws 

Is it not midnight ? - come Mephistophilis, 

Veni, veni Mephistophile ! 

 

Enter Mephistophilis 

 

Now, tell me, what says Lucifer, thy Lord ? 

MEPHISTOPHILIS: 

That I shall wait on Faustus whilst he lives, 

So he will buy my service with his soul. 

FAUSTUS: 

Already Faustus hath hazarded that for thee.   Gewaagd 

MEPHISTOPHILIS: 

But, Faustus, thou must bequeath it solemnly,   Geven 

And write a deed of gift with thine own blood; 

For that security craves great Lucifer.     Verlangt 

If thou deny it, I will back to hell. 
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FAUSTUS: 

Stay, Mephistophilis, and tell me, 

What good will my soul do thy Lord ? 

MEPHISTOPHILIS: 

Enlarge his kingdom. 

FAUSTUS: 

Is that the reason why he tempts us thus ?    Verleidt 

MEPHISTOPHILIS: 

Solamen miseris socios habuisse doloris. 

FAUSTUS: 

Why, have you any pain that torture others ? 

MEPHISTOPHILIS: 

As great as have the human souls of men. 

But, tell me, Faustus, shall I have thy soul ? 

And I will be thy slave, and wait on thee,    Dienen 

And give thee more than thou hast wit to ask.   Verstand 

FAUSTUS: 

Ay, Mephistophilis, I give it thee. 

MEPHISTOPHILIS: 
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Then, Faustus, stab thy arm courageously, 

And bind thy soul, that at some certain day 

Great Lucifer may claim it as his own,     Opeisen 

And then be thou as great as Lucifer. 

FAUSTUS: 

(stabbing his arm) 

Lo, Mephistophilis, for love of thee,     Kijk 

I cut mine arm, and with my proper blood 

Assure my soul to be great Lucifer’s, 

Chief Lord and Regent of perpetual night !    Eeuwige 

View here the blood that trickles from mine arm, 

And let it be propitious for my wish.     Gunstig 

MEPHISTOPHILIS: 

But, Faustus, thou must 

Write it in manner of a deed of gift. 

FAUSTUS: 

Ay, so I will (writes). But Mephistophilis, 

My blood congeals, and I can write no more.   Stolt 

MEPHISTOPHILIS: 
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I’ll fetch thee fire to dissolve it straight.     Oplossen 

(Exit) 

FAUSTUS: 

What might the staying of my blood portend ?   Beduiden 

Is it unwilling I should write this bill ? 

Why streams it not, that I may write afresh ? 

‘Faustus give to thee his soul’: ah, there it stayed ! 

Why shouldst thou not ? Is not thy soul thine own ? 

Then write again, ‘Faustus give to thee his soul.’ 

 

Re-enter Mephistophilis with a chafer of coals. 

 

MEPHISTOPHILIS: 

Here’s fire; come, Faustus set it on. 

FAUSTUS: 

So, now the blood begins to clear again; 

Now will I make an end immediately. 

(writes) ... 

Here, Mephistophilis, receive this scroll,    Geschrift 
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A deed of gift of body and of soul: 

But yet conditionally, that thou perform 

All articles prescribed between us both.    Bepaald 

MEPHISTOPHILIS: 

Faustus, I swear by hell and Lucifer 

To effect all promises between us made.    Nakomen 

FAUSTUS: 

Then hear me read them. 

(reads:) 

‘On these conditions following. First that Faustus  

may be a spirit in form and substance. Secondly,  

that Mephistophilisshall be his servant, and at  

his command. Thirdly, that Me-phistophilis shall  

do for him, and bring him whatsoever he desires.  

Fourthly, that he shall be in his chamber or house  

invisible. Lastly, that he shall appear to the said  

John Faustus, at all times, in what form or shape  

soever he please. I, John Faustus, of Wittenberg,     

Doctor, by these presents, do give both body and    Voorwaarden   
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soul to Lucifer, Prince of the East, and his minister  

Mephistophilis; and furthermore grant unto them,  

that twenty-four years being expired, the articles    Voorbij 

above written inviolate, full power to fetch or carry  

the said John Faustus, body and soul, flesh, blood,  

or goods, into their habitation, wheresoever.  

By me, John Faustus.’ 

 

The following, final scene takes place 24 years later. 

Enter Faustus, with Scholars. 

 

FAUSTUS: 

Ah, gentleman ! 

FIRST SCHOLAR:          Geleerde 

What ails Faustus ?         Scheelt je 

FAUSTUS: 

Ah, my sweet chamber fellow-man, had I lived with thee, 

Then had I lived still ! But now I die eternally. 

Look, comes he not ? Comes he not ? 
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SECOND SCHOLAR: 

What means Faustus ? 

THIRD SCHOLAR: 

Belike he is grown into some sickness by being oversolitary. Misschien 

FIRST SCHOLAR: 

If it be so, we’ll have physicians to cure him. - 

‘Tis but a surfeit, never fear, man.      Oververzadiging 

FAUSTUS: 

A surfeit of deadly sin,  

that hath damned both body and soul. 

SECOND SCHOLAR: 

Yet, Faustus, look up to heaven;  

remember God’s mercies are infinite. 

FAUSTUS: 

But Faustus’ offence can ne’er be pardoned:    Vergeven 

The serpent that tempted Eve may be saved, but not  

Faustus. Ah, gentlemen, hear me with patience, and  

tremble not at my speeches, though my heart pants  

and quivers to remember that I have been a student   Beeft 
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here these thirty years. O, would I had never seen   Ik zou willen 

Wittenberg, never read a book ! And what wonders 

I have done, all Germany can witness, yea, all the 

world; for which Faustus hath lost both Germany  

and the world, yea, heaven itself, heaven, the seat 

of God, the throne of the blessed, the kingdom of 

joy; and must remain in hell for ever, hell, ah, hell, 

for ever ! Sweet friends, what shall become of Faustus, 

being in hell for ever ? 

THIRD SCHOLAR: 

Yet, Faustus, call on God. 

FAUSTUS: 

On God, whom Faustus hath abjured ! On God, whom   Afgezworen 

Faustus hath blasphemed ! Ah, my God, I would weep ! 

But the Devil draws in my tears. Gush forth blood, in-   Stroom 

stead of tears ! Yea, life and soul ! O, he stays my    Verlamt 

tongue ! I would lift up my hands; but see, they hold 

them, they hold them ! 

ALL: 
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Who, Faustus ? 

FAUSTUS: 

Lucifer and Mephistophilis. Ah, gentlemen, I gave them 

my soul for my cunning !        Kennis 

ALL: 

God forbid ! 

FAUSTUS: 

God forbade it, indeed; but Faustus hath done it: for 

vain pleasure of twenty-four years hath Faustus lost 

eternal joy and felicity. I wrote them a bill with mine   Geluk 

own blood: the date is expired; the time will come, and 

he will fetch me. 

FIRST SCHOLAR: 

Why did not Faustus tell us this before, that divines   Heiligen 

might have prayed for thee ? 

FAUSTUS: 

Oft have I thought to have done so; but the devil 

threatened to tear me in pieces, if I named God, to 

fetch both body and soul, if I once gave ear to divinity: 
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and now ‘tis too late. Gentlemen, away, lest thou    Opdat niet 

perish with me. 

SECOND SCHOLAR: 

O, what shall we do to save Faustus ? 

FAUSTUS: 

Talk not of me, but save yourselves, and depart. 

 

THIRD SCHOLAR: 

God will strengthen me; I wil stay with Faustus. 

FIRST SCHOLAR: 

Tempt not God, sweet friend; but let us into the next   Let us go 

room, and there pray for him. 

FAUSTUS: 

Ah, pray for me, pray for me; and what noise soever ye 

hear, come not unto me, for nothing can rescue me. 

SECOND SCHOLAR: 

Pray thou, and we will pray that God may have mercy 

upon thee. 

FAUSTUS: 
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Gentlemen, farewell: if I live till morning, I’ll visit 

you; if not, Faustus is gone to hell. 

ALL: 

Faustus, farewell. 

 

Exeunt Scholars -  

The clock strikes eleven 

 

FAUSTUS: 

Ah, Faustus, 

Now hast thou but one bare hour to live, 

And then thou must be damned perpetually ! 

Stand still, you ever-moving spheres of heaven,   Hemellichamen 

That time may cease, and midnight never come; 

Fair Nature’s eye, rise, rise again, and make 

Perpetual day; or let this hour be but 

A year, a month, a week, a natural day, 

That Faustus may repent and save his soul ! 

O lente, lente currite, noctis equi ! 
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The stars move still, time runs, the clock will strike, 

The devil will come, and Faustus must be damned. 

O, I’ll leap up to my God ! - Who pulls me down ? - 

See, see, where Christ’s blood streams in the firmament ! 

One drop would save my soul, half a drop: ah, my Christ ! 

Ah, rend not my heart for naming of my Christ !   Doorklieven 

Yet will I call on him - O,  spare me, Lucifer ! 

Where is it now ? ‘Tis gone: and see, where God 

Stretches out his arm, and bends his ireful brows !  Toornige 

Mountain and hills, come, come, and fall on me,    Wenkbrauwen 

And hide me from the heavy wrath of God !    Gramschap 

No, no ! 

Then will I headlong run into the earth: 

Earth, gape ! O, no, it will not harbour me !    Open je 

You stars that reigned at my nativity,     Geboorte 

Whose influence hath allotted death and hell,   Bepaald 

Now draw up Faustus, like a foggy mist, 

Into the entrails of yon labouring clouds,    Ingewanden / 

That, when you vomit forth into the air,      Gindse 
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My limbs may issue from your smoky mouths, 

So that my soul may but ascend to heaven ! 

 

The clock strikes the half-hour. 

 

Ah, half the hour is past ! ‘Twill all be past anon. 

O God,  

If thou wilt not have mercy on my soul, 

Yet for Christ’s sake, whose blood hath ransomed me,   Verlost 

Impose some end to my incessant pain; 

Let Faustus live in hell a thousand years, 

A hundred thousand, and at last be saved ! 

O, no end is limited to damned souls ! 

Why wert thou not a creature wanting soul ?    Zonder 

Or why is this immortal that thou hast ? 

Ah, Pythagoras’ metempsychosis, were that true,    Zielsverhuizing 

This soul should fly from me, and I be changed 

Unto some brutish beast ! All beasts are happy, 

For, when they die, 



 

 
 28 

Their souls are soon dissolved in elements;     Opgelost 

But mine must live still to be plagued in hell. 

Cursed be the parents that engendered me !    Verwekten 

No, Faustus, cruse thyself, curse Lucifer, 

That hath deprived thee of the joys of heaven.    Ontnomen 

 

The clock strikes twelve. 

 

O, it strikes, it strikes ! Now, body, turn to air, 

Or Lucifer will bear thee quick to hell ! 

 

Thunder and lightning. 

 

O soul, be changed into little water-drops, 

And fall into the ocean, ne’er be found ! 

 

Enter Devils. 

 

My God, my God, look not so fierce on me ! 
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Adders and serpents, let me breathe a while ! 

Ugly hell, gape not ! Come not, Lucifer ! 

I’ll burn my books ! - Ah, Mephistophilis ! 

 

Exeunt Devils with Faustus. 

Enter Chorus. 

 

 

CHORUS: 

Cut is the branch that might have grown full straight, 

And burned is Apollo’s laurel-bough, 

That sometime grew within this learned man, 

Faustus is gone: regard his hellish fall, 

 Whose fiendful fortune may exhort the wise,    Duivels / Aansporen 

 Only to wonder at unlawful things, 

 Whose deepness doth entice such forward wits   Lokt / Nietsontziende 

 To practice more than heavenly power permits. 

 

EXIT 
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The Metaphysical Poets 

 

The seventeenth century 
poets John Donne, Robert 
Herrick, George Herbert, 
Richard Crashaw, Andrew 
Marvell and Henry Vaughan 
are often grouped together as 
“Metaphysical Poets”. The 
term in itself was only 
introduced by Dr Samuel 
Johnson (1709-1784) in his 
classic book  Lives of the 
Poets. Johnson used the term 
as a form of criticism, implying 
that the poets used their 
intellect and learning instead of 
their hearts, and produced 
works of logic instead of 
beauty, or as he himself put it: 

 

The metaphysical poets were men of learning, and to show their learning was their 
whole endeavor; but unluckily resolving to show it in rhyme, instead of writing poetry they 
only wrote verses, and very often such verses as stood the trial of the finger better than of 
the ear; for the modulation was so imperfect that they were only verses by counting the 
syllables. 

 

from  Lives of the Poets 

Chapter on: “Cowley - Metaphysical Wit” 

 

What Johnson seems to dislike most in metaphysical poetry is their use of so-called 
“conceits”, strictly logical, forceful comparisons which may last throughout an entire poem. 
Here, the metaphysicals differ sharply from the conventional poets of their time. Traditional 
Renaissance poetry is mostly sentimental in mood and quite often uses rather 
commonplace and stereotyped classical metaphores, such as Cupid shooting arrows. 
Often moreover a lyric poet would compare his lady to a flower for the simple reason that it 
had been done from times immemorial. Now the flower image certainly stresses the 
beauty of the lady, but at the same time it has an unpleasant side, for every flower will 
wither, and its beauty vanish. Though, unfortunately, this also holds good for the lady, it is 
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not an idea the poet would like to express. The flower image is just used without thinking. 

Metaphysical conceits however are based on hard thinking. A famous example is the 
one in which Donne compares two lovers to a pair of compasses. He stresses the unity 
between the two points. Even when they are apart, the fixed point supports the other and 
directs its course. 

After the seventeenth century critical interest and approval for metaphysical poetry 
faded, until the early part of the twentieth century when critics and poets such as T.S. Eliot 
showed a renewed interest in the Metaphysicals, especially in their great representative, 
John Donne. 

John Donne‟s exciting private life may have partly determined the course of history 
here. During the first part of his life (1572-1615), he is mainly known as the boisterous 
young poet, whereas in the second phase (1615-1633) he produced mainly serious 
sermons and religious poetry. Donne‟s career may be explained by the system of 
protectorship. After his secret marriage to the 16-year-old Ann Moore (1601) Donne had 
lost his royal protection. The only possible way to win it back was by becoming an 
Anglican priest (1607: “Sacred Orders” by King James). Though grudging at first, Donne 
gradually became an earnest, undogmatic preacher. 

 

   “The Good-Morrow”  

   by John Donne (1633) 

 

 

1 I wonder by my troth, what thou and I 

Did, till we lov‟d ? Were we not wean‟d till then ? 

But suck‟d on country pleasures, childishly ? 

Or snorted we in the Seven Sleepers Den ? 1 

5 „Twas so; but this, all pleasures fancies be: 

If ever any beauty I did see, 

Which I desir‟d, and got, „twas but a dream of thee. 
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And now good-morrow to our waking souls, 

Which watch not one another out of fear; 

10 For love, all love of other sights controls, 

And makes one little room, an everywhere. 

Let sea-discoverers to new worlds have gone, 

Let maps to others 2 , worlds on worlds have shown, 

Let us possess one world, each hath one, and is one. 

 

15 My face in thine eye, thine in mine appears 3, 

And true plain hearts do in the faces rest; 

Where can we find two better hemispheres, 

Without sharp North, without declining West ? 

Whatever dies, was not mix‟d equally 4; 

20 If our two loves be one, or, thou and I 

Love just alike in all, none of these loves can die. 

 

 

 

Glossary 

 

1 by my troth: upon my word 

4 snorted: snored 

5 but: except 

10 controls: prevents 
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Footnotes 

 

1 Both Christian and Mohammedan authors recite the legend of seven youths of Ephesus, who hid in a 
cave from the persecutions of Decius, and slept there for 187 years. “Sucked” and “snorted” are words 
carefully chosen for their impact on the love poem. 

2 I.e., let us concede that maps to other investigators have shown, etc. (“other” is an archaic plural 
form). In line 14 an alternative reading is “Let us possess our world “ (from Dame Gardner). 

3 Reflected in the pupils of one another‟s eyes, the lovers are, and possess worlds  of their own. 

4 Scholastic philosophy taught that when the elements  were imperfectly (“not equally”) mixed, matter 
was mortal and mutable; but when they were perfectly mixed, it was undying and unchanging. The dividing 
line between these two natures was the sphere of the moon. 
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“The Flea” 

   by John Donne (1633) 

 

Mark but this flea, and mark in this, 

How little that which thou deniest me is; 

Me, it sucked first, and now sucks thee, 

And in this flea our two bloods mingled be; 

Thou knowst that this cannot be said 

A sin, or shame, or loss of maidenhead, 

 

Yet this enjoys before it woo, 

And pampered swells with one blood made of two, 

And this, alas, is more than we would do. 

 

Oh stay, three lives in one flea spare, 

Where we almost, nay more than married are. 

This flea is you and I, and this, 

Our mariage bed and marriage temple is; 

Though parents grudge, and you, we are met, 

And cloistered in these living walls of jet, 

 

Though use make you apt to kill me 

Let not to that, self-murder added be, 

And sacrilege, three sins in killing three. 
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Cruel and sudden, hast thou since 

Purpled thy nail, in blood of innocence ? 

Wherein could this flea guilty be, 

Except in that drop which it sucked from thee ? 

Yet thou triumphst, and sayst that thou 

Find‟st not thyself nor me the weaker now; 

 

„Tis true, then learn how false tears be; 

Just so much honor, which thou yield‟st to me 

Will waste, as this flea‟s death took life from thee. 

 

 

Glossary 

 

1 mark: notice 

4 mingled: mixed; brought together 

6 maidenhead: virginity 

7 woo: ask in marriage; court 

8 pampered: over-indulged; spoilt 

14 grudge: are unwilling; disagree 

 

 

15 cloistered: enclosed 

jet: stream of blood 

16 use: custom 

apt: inclined 

18 sacrilege: heiligschennis 

26 yield‟st: gives up to me 
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“To His Coy Mistress” 

by Andrew Marvell (1681) 

 

1  Had we but world enough, and time, 

This Coyness, lady, were no crime.     Zedigheid 

We would sit down, and think which way 

To walk, and pass our long love‟s day. 

5 Thou by the Indian Ganges‟ side 

Shouldst rubies find; I by the tide      Robijnen 

Of Humber would complain 1. I would  

Love you ten years before the flood, 

And you should, if you please, refuse 

10 Till the conversion of the Jews 2.      Bekering 

My vegetable love would grow 

Vaster than empires and more slow; 

An hundred years should go to praise 

Thine eyes, and on thy forehead  

gaze; 

15 Two hundred to adore each breast, 

But thirty thousand to the rest; 

An age at least to every part, 

And the last age should show your heart. 

For, lady, you deserve this state 3, 

20 Nor would I love at lower rate. 
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But at my back I always hear 

Time‟s winged chariot hurrying near;    Gevleugelde wagen 

And yonder all before us lie      Ginder 

Deserts of vast eternity. 

25 Thy beauty shall no more be found, 

Nor, in thy marble vault, shall sound     Gewelf 

My echoing song; then worms shall try 

That long-preserved virginity, 

And your quaint honor turn to dust,     Vreemde 

30 And into ashes all my lust: 

The grave‟s a fine and private place, 

But none, I think, do there embrace.     Omhelsen 

 

Now therefore, while the youthful hue    Kleur 

Sits on thy skin like morning des 4, 

35 And while thy willing soul transpires 5     Transpireert 

At every pore with instant fires, 

Now let us sport us while we may, 

And now like amorous birds of prey, 

Rather at once our time devour      Verslinden 

40 Than languish in his slow-chapped 6 power.    Kwijnen / gekloven 

Let us roll all our strength and all 

Our sweetness up into one ball, 
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And tear our pleasures with rough strife     Strijd 

Thorough the iron gates of life: 

45 Thus, though we cannot make our sun 

Stand still, yet we will make him run 7. 

 

 

Footnotes 

1 Compared to gorgeous Oriental Ganges, the Humber (which flows through Marvells‟ hometown of  

Hull) is a dull and unassuming little stream. 

2 According to popular chronology the Jews were to be converted just before the last Judgement. 

3 Dignity 

4 The text reads “glew” - an odious reading. “Lew” (meaning “warmth”) has also been suggested, but it   

was obsolete (Du. Uit de taal verdwenen) long before Marvell wrote. 

5 Breathes forth. “Instant fires”: immediate, present enthusiasm. 

6 Slow-jawed. Time is envisaged as slowly chewing up the world and the people in it. 

7 In the final lines, lover and mistress triumphantly reverse their relation to time, eating it avidly like   

birds  of prey instead of being eaten by it, forcing the sun to race after them instead of fruitlessly  

imploring it to stand still. 
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“The Altar”     by George Herbert  (1633) 

 

1 A broken  A L T A R, Lord, thy servant rears, 

Made  of  a heart,  and  cemented  with tears: 

  Whose  parts  are  as thy  hand did frame; 

  No workman‟s tool hath touched the same.1 

5    A  H E A R T  alone 

Is    such   a    stone, 

As     nothing      but 

Thy power  doth  cut 

Wherefore each part 

10    Of   my   hard  heart   

Meets in  this frame, 

To praise Thy name: 

That,   if   I   chance  to   hold   my  peace 

These stones to praise thee may not cease 2 

15 Oh  let thy  blessed  S A C R I F I C E  be mine 

And   sanctify   this   A L T A R    to   be  thine. 

Footnotes 

1 A reference to Exodus XX.25, in which the Lord enjoins Moses to build an altar without using cut   

stone or any tools. Herbert‟s book was titled “The Temple”, and many individual poems are about   

particular parts of a church - the porch, the windows, the floor, the lock and key, or the altar. 

2 Herbert wants his poem to praise God whether or not it is being read or spoken. There is also a   

reference to Luke XiX.40, “I tell you that, if these should hold their peace, the stones would immedia- 

tely cry out.” Herbert‟s  poetry, like Milton‟s, is rich to overflowing in Scriptural echoes. 
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