BACKGROUND: THE RENAISSANCE

Before we dive into the study of the works of Shakespeare and his contemporaries, we will want to understand the context of these works to a certain degree. In what follows, we will situate Shakespeare in several, general contexts: 

1) Philosophical Context: In the context of the History of Ideas, Shakespeare belongs to the beginning of the philosophical age of "Modernity." One could briefly outline this philosophical "modernity," this "subject-centered" philosophy, in terms of its foundational statement in the work of Descartes, and most famously in the fact that he bases certainty, truth, and existence itself on the cogito; that is, on his statement, "I think therefore I am."  It is also useful to differentiate this modern stance from its Western philosophical forebears:  from the thinking of the ancient Greeks and that of medieval Christianity. 

2) Cultural Context: In the context of learning and the arts, Shakespeare belongs to the period known as the "Renaissance" wherein "Humanism" made up the dominant mode of learning. "Renaissance" means re-birth. By this term, scholars want to say that this was a period in which the classical ideals (those of the ancient Greeks and Romans) and learning were reborn. Shakespeare lived within the transitionary period as learning and the arts shifted their focus from "Renaissance Humanism" to what we might call the "Modern Scientific Method." 

3) Historico-Political Context: In the context of political history, Shakespeare lived within the "Elizabethan Era"; Elizabeth I was the Queen of England from 1558-1603. Elizabeth was the last sovereign of the "Tudor Line" (1485-1603) which was inaugurated when Henry VII ascended to the throne after defeating Richard III and thus ending the War of the Roses. With Tudor rule begins the rapid centralization of state power and apparatuses -- in contradistinction to the variable yet rather decentralized status of power, by comparison, up to the sixteenth-century. 

4) Socio-Economic Context:  In the context of economics, Shakespeare lived within the era of "Early Capitalization." This period was marked by an increased mobiltiy of class, by increased trade and by increased inflation. One of the factors which contributed to the increase in trade and inflation was the flood of gold which came to Europe after the discovery of the "New World." This discovery of different cultures "relativized" Europe to a great degree. That is, their own cultural or social values could no longer be taken as natural; there were other perspectives to be taken into account -- as either wrong (wherein the task became to dismiss the perspective of the natives of the New World) or as equally valid as our own. (See Sir Thomas More's Utopia (1516) and Michel de Montaigne's "Of Cannibals" (ca. 1580) for contemporary reflections on the New World in relation to the calling into question of the validity of Europe's truth-claims). 

5)  Technological Context:  In the context of the technological changes of the time, three inventions stand out in terms of their importance as things which were intimately related to larger social or philosophical movements: i) the cannon brought a democracy of sorts to war; ii) the printing press contributed to an individualization of our relation to knowledge and truth (i.e., one reads a book alone after the printing press as opposed to the community context of learning which predominated until that time); iii) the compass which permitted the discovery of the "New World." (See Michel de Montaigne's essay "Of Coaches"  (ca. 1585) for a contemporary reflection on the interaction of new Renaissance technologies and the discovery of America). (Gunpowder changed warfare's emphasis from cavalry to the infantryman -- thus, it was a factor in the democratization of Europe. Also, gunpowder was intimately tied to the colonization of the New World and to the solidification of large, centralized states in Europe.)

6)  Religious Context:  In the context of the religious ideas of the period, the biggest concern of the time was, of course, the Reformation. The Reformation, very generally speaking, called into question the absolute power of Rome to determine once and for all the proper interpretation of God's Word. Reform movements pushed for an individualized approach to the interpretation of the Bible and thus pushed for translations of the Bible into vernacular tongues. (See the following on the Northern Renaissance and the Reformation: Chapter 9 of The World of Renaissance and Reformation in Europe and "The Reformation.") 
  

Some Periods Defined: 

The Renaissance Period: (ca. 1350-1650) A period of "re-birth" in terms of the study of the ancient Greek and Latin authors. The study of Greek and Latin is called "Humanism": a study of the ancients in terms of what they can tell us about ourselves and our own human world, as opposed to the previous study of the ancients which was largely a search for analogies to Christian beliefs. This re-birth of the knowledge of the ancients affects all of the arts: poetry (Dante, Petrarch, Boccaccio, Ronsard, Spenser, Sidney, and Shakespeare), philosophy (Ficino, Pico Della Mirandola, and Descartes), "letters" (rhetoric and politics) (Erasmus and More), visual arts (Botticelli, Da Vinci, Michelangelo, Raphael, and Titian) and science (Copernicus, Bacon, and Galileo). 

The Tudor Period: (1485-1603) The period of the reign of the Tudor line of royalty. 

The Elizabethan Period: (1558-1603)  The period of the reign of the last Tudor monarch: Elizabeth I.

