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The 'Renaissance' is one of the most fascinating and interesting periods of European 
history. The age is generally regarded as a rebirth of classical learning and a 
rediscovery of ancient Rome and Greece. The Renaissance embraces a series of 
religious, economic and political changes which ripple into areas of science, literature 
and philosophy. The age was in a true sense a rebirth of the human spirit, a rebirth of 
creativity. When one age ends and another begins, there are cross currents. 
Renaissance, apart from reviving classical learning, also awakened the mind of the 
men who shed old traditions and conventions as well as authority. All this was 
replaced by a deep quest for knowledge. It was the age when Elizabethan felt like 
prisoners freed from the darkness of the medieval age. The Renaissance freed man 
from the ramshackles of medieval rigidity and reached its culmination in the age of 
Shakespeare. Renaissance endeavoured to enlarge the boundaries of man's mind, and 
kindle fresh ideas. It was an age of great curiosity, and the thirst and passion for 
knowledge infinite was so strong that scholars like Francis Bacon took all knowledge 
to be their province. It was during this era that many of the great works of ancient 
times had been translated into English which were read avidly by the Elizabethans. 
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The 'Renaissance' is one of the most fascinating and interesting periods of European 
history. What we normally refer to as the Renaissance in Western European history, 
marks a break-a transition from the medieval period leading towards modern era. 
Literally it means rebirth in the French language. The age is generally regarded as a 
rebirth of classical learning and a rediscovery of ancient Rome and Greece. The 
Renaissance embraces a series of religious, economic and political changes which 
ripple into areas of science, literature and philosophy. The age was in a true sense a 
rebirth of the human spirit, a rebirth of creativity. While taking the classical past as its 
model, the Renaissance was one of the most creative and productive periods in human 
history, comparable only to the Golden Age of Hellenic Athens in the fifth century 
before Christ. When one age ends and another begins, there are cross currents. The 
declining or Late Middle Ages are usually dated from 1300 to 1500. It should be 
noted here that this time overlaps with the Renaissance. One can say that the glass is 
either half empty or half full. Now it depends on one's perspective.  

Renaissance, apart from reviving classical learning, also awakened the mind of the 
men who shed old traditions and conventions as well as authority. All this was 
replaced by a deep quest for knowledge. The dominant passions of the age were 
freedom of thought and action, as the restraints, so evident in the pre-renaissance 
period, were openly abandoned. It was the age when Elizabethan felt like prisoners 
freed from the darkness of the medieval age. The Renaissance freed man from the 
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ramshackles of medieval rigidity and reached its culmination in the age of 
Shakespeare. Thought and action were free and unfettered. It was an age in which, 
'man lived intensely, thought intensely, and wrote intensely'. Hamlet's remark, 'What a 
piece of work is man!' is the very epitome of the Renaissance spirit. The Renaissance 
did much to emancipate thought from the bondage of medieval theology by restoring 
the generous spirit and ideals of pagan antiquity. It endeavoured to enlarge the 
boundaries of man's mind, and kindle fresh ideas. It was an age of great curiosity, and 
the thirst and passion for knowledge infinite was so strong that scholars like Francis 
Bacon took all knowledge to be their province. It was a historical era with distinctive 
themes in learning, politics, literature, religion and social life. Classical mythology, 
fine arts, and music, all flourished in this era. The first English printer William 
Caxton learnt the art of printing in early 1470s and thus new art of printing carried 
this to every school of scholars in Europe. With this revival for learning, truth became 
established as the only authority. It was during this era that many of the great works 
of ancient times had been translated into English which were read avidly by the 
Elizabethans and they influenced the thought and works of all the writers of the 
period. 

Travelling was a great passion of the Renaissance age. It was an age of voyages and 
exploration. It brought in a new spirit of adventure. Bold adventurers travelled to 
distant lands and on their return intoxicated the imagination of the people by telling 
them the curious sights they had seen, invaluable treasures they had got and strange 
people they had met. Adventurers like Vasco de Gama and Captain Cook travelled far 
and wide and discovered new lands. Shipwrecks were also very common. Individual 
sailors were marooned in distant locations, and many who left London, Greenwich or 
Plymouth with great hopes, never returned. The influence of such travelling and 
adventures is clearly seen in several Shakespearean plays. The most notable among 
such plays are Hamlet, Othello and also The Tempest, where the hero, Prospero and 
his daughter Miranda have been marooned on an island for about twelve years. In 
Hamlet also we recall Hamlet's brush with pirates on his way from the continent to 
England. William Shakespeare was active in the late 16th and early 17th century and 
hence this is not surprising why his work shows so many Renaissance influences of 
the times. It was a period in the history when man was curious and yearned to gain 
more and more knowledge. He dug deep into the era bygone, and unearthed treasures 
of learning. It was under this scenario that drama and theatre grew, as it gave greater 
entertainment than the written words. It was an age for a genius dramatist like 
Shakespeare to grow and prosper as all his plays reflect the vision and aspirations of 
the time. The age of Shakespeare was fertile mainly due to the influence of the 
Renaissance. It was one of the finest periods in the annals of world literature. It was 
an age of materialism and frank and free enjoyment of life. Beauty was a passion with 
the Elizabethans, and women were regarded as adorable creatures. By its very nature, 
drama is a mirror of its times and the plays of Shakespeare not only mirror his age, 
but are also a running commentary on the life of the times. It was in the glorious age 
of Queen Elizabeth that Shakespeare 'reached his full stature and became not only 
great and wise, but famous, rich and happy.' Ben Jonson called, 'Shakespeare not of 
an age, but all ages.' He also referred him as the 'soul of the age' he belonged to. 

The decade of the 1590s was the flowering time of the English Renaissance. When 
Marlowe died in 1593, Shakespeare was already the most prominent of the living 
dramatists. No other dramatist of the Renaissance was so deeply fascinated by the 
connections between art and nature as was Shakespeare. London became not only the 
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Capital of England, but also the main city of the known world. And English, in the 
hands of writers like Shakespeare, became the modern language we recognize today. 
This was the age of Shakespeare, and the Golden Age of English Drama and Theatre. 
It was an age when England was a veritable nest of singing birds-an age in which 
even a fool talked like a scholar which was the Characteristic of the Renaissance 
people, and it was during this very age that Shakespeare wrote A Midsummer Night's 
Dream, Much Ado about Nothing, As You Like It, Romeo and Juliet, and The 
Merchant of Venice in which all the scenes are laid in Italy-Padua and Belmont. One 
can find the Renaissance elements more or less in almost all the characters and 
incidents of these plays which consist of music, strong passion, adventurous youth, 
poetry, moral philosophy and all the traits of a true Renaissance spirit.   

The Italian Renaissance marks an important turning point in human history as Italy 
was the home of New Learning. Italian humanists of the time believed that a new age 
was dawning. The majority of scholars view the early humanist and vernacular writer 
Petrarch as the first important figure of the Renaissance era and the founder of the 
humanist movement in Italy. The Renaissance used and praised humanitas, an ancient 
Latin term meaning the good qualities that make men and women human. Humanism 
which is considered to be a key part of Renaissance spirit, was the defining 
intellectual movement of the Renaissance which was based on the belief that the 
literary, scientific, and philosophical works of ancient Greece and Rome provided the 
best guides for learning and living. Humanism tried to teach the principles of  living a 
moral, responsible, and successful life on this earth. Humanists especially questioned 
the institutions and values inherited from the middle Ages. They found fault with 
medieval art, government, philosophy and approaches to religion and eventually they 
turned their critical gaze on the learning of the ancient world and rejected parts of it. 
English humanists often interpreted classical works and applied them to their own 
Renaissance works, just as Shakespeare did, to have a broader learning  focused upon 
the humanities, which led to an understanding of the needs, desires and gains made by 
people since Antiquity. In this way humanism helped authors indentify with human 
nature. Shakespeare did not ever dismiss religion as untrue or the belief in God as 
unimportant. His characters tend to believe in devils, ghosts, fairies, witches and 
several supernatural elements. Infact, humanists did not completely reject God, but 
they did discard the idea of afterlife or at least they did not concern themselves with 
the preparation for death. 

Shakespeare's characters within both Hamlet and The Tempest represent humanism, 
secularism and individualism. The Renaissance was fairly young when Shakespeare 
wrote Hamlet. All of Hamlet's humanist qualities are found in his creativity and angst. 
His humanism drives his secularism especially in the famous 'To be, or not to be' 
soliloquy in which Hamlet questions his place in the world and the significance of life 
and ultimately concludes that life eventually becomes meaningless death. He has 
attributes of both, a humanist and a Renaissance man, and is simply a product of his 
time who is caught between medieval thoughts and new found moral choices. Being 
born into a world in which religious beliefs are stamped upon him and then being 
faced with new thoughts that allow him to question the mere existence of humanity 
create an immense inconsistency for this prince of Denmark. All this is mirrored 
throughout the play as we follow Hamlet on his journey through his conscience, and 
what he believes is right and wrong. While talking to Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, 
Hamlet seems to express his humanist views and expounds : 
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What a piece of work is a man ! how noble in reason ! how infinite in faculty ! in form 
and moving how express and admirable ! in action, how like an angel ! in 
apprehension, how like a god ! the beauty of the world, the paragon of animals; and 
yet to me, what is this quintessence of dust? 

And again  

… that we are no more than part of a continuing cycle in which we are born from and 
return to the earth, no greater or less than any other creature.  

And yet again he states : 

 … what is a man 

 If his chief good and market of his time  

 Be but to sleep and feed? A beast, no more: 

As a true Renaissance figure, Hamlet is the only character in the play with academic 
and intellectual aspirations. He has a thirst for knowledge and learning, as he has been 
reported as an avid reader. His wish to go 'back to school in Wittenburg' demonstrates 
his desire for knowledge, a yearning not present in the vast majority of characters in 
the play. Classical allusions, similes and metaphors litter his speeches and soliloquies 
as evidence of his extensive reading of the classical authors. Just as his speech 
demonstrates his classical erudition, so does it to his wider education, showing him 
comfortable in playing with language and grammar. Through Hamlet's humanistic 
intellectual pursuits and his curiosity for the world around him, Shakespeare separates 
him from his medieval counterparts in the play. Hamlet despises Claudius and, for 
much of the play, his mother Gertrude, but he always treats both with courtesy and 
respect in public. He treats all his social inferiors with equal generosity and 
magnanimity. Like an astute Renaissance politician, Hamlet concludes that he cannot 
work alone and hence he selects Horatio, a fellow student from Wittenberg, and 
following Machiavelli, he seeks the help and advice of Horatio, whose wisdom, 
honesty and straightforwardness he respects, shunning the mediocre flattery of 
Rosencrantz, Guildenstern and Polonius. 

In the play, Fortinbras and Laertes are medieval characters who are solely driven by 
chivalry and hence to perform the duty of revenge through murder. However, in this 
medieval world, Hamlet is only a modern Renaissance character who, at times, seems 
to be a misplaced personality in the medieval setting of the play. He is just the 
opposite who as a well-educated and intelligent prince, questions and examines the 
world around him in his own pursuit of revenge. Thus, because of his altogether 
different approach to the world than the medieval characters Fortinbras and Laertes, 
Hamlet can be adjudged as a Renaissance character.  

Shakespeare's Prospero in 'The Tempest' is regarded not only a rational ruler but a 
philosopher and a skilled Renaissance scientist who asserts 'godlike' power and 
dominates in the whole play. No one can gainsay his dominating position in the great 
gallery of heroes painted by Shakespeare with his magical pen. Prospero himself 
states in the play : 

Now does my project gather to head 
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My charms crack not, my spirits obey. 

Prospero's thirst for knowledge and perfection, his devotion and commitment to 
learning, his interest in magic and his quest for exploring new territories amply 
represent Renaissance spirit of the age. The very account by Prospero to Miranda of 
the manner in which he braved the dangers of the winds and the waves, and 
eventually drifted to an island, conveys the Elizabethan spirit of adventure during 
Renaissance age. Prospero's safe arrival on the island symbolizes the discovery of 
new lands which was very common in those days. Shakespeare is perhaps the perfect 
expression of Renaissance humanism. In The Tempest we see his supreme humanism 
of the time at work. His profound sympathy for humanity enabled him to pierce to the 
very core of his characters. The Tempest shows all the ethos and positive traits of 
humankind exemplified by Prospero, the hero and the protagonist of the play. 
Prospero, like a true Renaissance humanists, does not seek to retaliate against those 
who wronged him; he seeks only to bring them out of the darkness of hatred and 
revenge. He is like the Renaissance humanist, who builds a bridge for the Dark Ages 
to cross into the enlightenment of a new age in which humankind renounces its old 
barbarity and savagery.  Initially, though Prospero seeks revenge for his banishment, 
but the movement of the play is towards the recovery of his humanity. In forgiveness 
he finds not only a way towards justice but also a road back into human society itself. 
And by submitting his capacity to reason, Prospero epitomizes Renaissance Humanist 
thought :  

Yet with my nobler reason 'gainst  

my fury do I take part : the rarer action is  

  In virtue than in vengeance. 

Prospero is in all respects the human reverse of his inhuman enemies. After he brings 
all the wrong-doers together and awakens in their hearts the keenest remorse for their 
sins, the giant pardoner pardons them freely which only a noble mind could proffer. It 
is Prospero's humanist trait that keeps him away from bitterness, animosity and 
cynicism even after he has suffered so much at the hands of his near and dear ones. 
The softer side of his nature is revealed when he takes leave of Ariel and cannot 
control himself and admits, 'I shall miss thee my dainty Ariel.' 

Prospero is a master-magician who can control even the forces of nature. In the play, 
he uses all the four kinds of spirits of fire, water, earth and air. We must not make the 
mistake of regarding him as a juggler or a conjurer performing tricks by sleights of 
hand. His powers seem to be of a spiritual kind comparable to the powers which the 
sages, seers and saints of ancient times are believed to have possessed and he has 
achieved these powers by means of his prolonged meditation and mental 
concentration, by means of his continuous study of books dealing with the lore of 
magic and sorcery. Prospero reaches the heights on which we see him not only due to 
a scientific temperament but also because he is continually acquiring knowledge. 
There are the twenty-four books with him that Gonzalo hastily threw into Prospero's 
boat alongwith some food, water and garments as he was pushed out into the sea to 
begin his exile. These books enabled Prospero to find his way across the ocean, to 
combat the malignancies of Sycorax, to colonise the island, to free Ariel, to educate 
and entertain Miranda and to summon tempests and bring his enemies to heel. He 
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finds his banishment softened by the fact that his beloved books are there with him. 
Expressing his gratitude towards Gonzalo, he says : 

... so of his gentleness, 

Knowing I loved my books, he furnished me 

From mine own library with volumes that 

I prize above my dukedom. 

Renaissance political theorists equated the power of the king with the power of the 
father in a family, and Prospero is both. He is a sagacious and seasoned politician of 
Elizabethan period who schemes to regain his place as duke and thus plans to marry 
his daughter to Prince Ferdinand of Naples, son of Alonso. The idea here is that 
Miranda as heir to Milan prevents Antonio from ever getting it back even when 
Prospero dies, so that the Wizard's power extends even beyond the grave. 

 Prospero, the Renaissance hero, is not only didactic, studious, contemplative 
and wise but also benevolent, forgiving, dignified and censorious. At times in the play 
he is seen impatient, sour and a cruel man inflicting punishment. Here it could be said 
that there is a sense in which Prospero believes, like Hamlet, that he 'must be cruel 
only to be kind'. The way he treats Ferdinand, Alonso, Caliban and his own brother 
Antonio, are the most obvious instances of his benevolent attitude towards his 
enemies. Hamlet deceives others, pretending madness, in order to speak the truth 
safely, so does Prospero use his Art to right the wrong that has been done to him. 

 

Works Cited And Consulted 

 

1. Raleigh, Walter. Shakespere. London : Macmillan & Co. Ltd., 1965. 
Print. 

2. Wilson, John Dover. The Essential Shakespeare. U.S.A. Cambridge : 
The University Press, 1967. Print. 

3. Grendler, Paul F. Schooling in Renaissance Italy : Literacy and 
Learning, 1300-1600. Baltimore and London : The John Hopkins 
University Press, 1989. Print. 

4. Hardin, James, and Max Reinhart. German Writers of the 
Renaissance and Reformation, 1280-1580. Detroit : 1997. Print. 

5. Watt, Homer A. Outlines of Shakespeare's Plays. NY : Barnes & 
Noble Books, 1969. Print. 

6. Lang, Andrew. Approach to Shakespeare. New Delhi : UBS 
Publishers Pvt. Ltd., 2010. Print. 

7. Shaughnessy, Robert. The Cambridge Companion to Shakespeare 
and Popular Culture. Cambridge University Press, 2007. Print. 



Online International Interdisciplinary Research Journal, {Bi-Monthly}, ISSN 2249-9598, Volume-08, Mar 2018 Special Issue 

 

 
w w w . o i i r j . o r g                      I S S N  2 2 4 9 - 9 5 9 8 

 
Page 154 

8. Schmitt, Charles B. The Cambridge History of Renaissance 
Philosophy. Cambridge, U.K., 1988.Print.  

9. Wells, Robin Headlam. Shakespeare's Humanism. Cambridge 
University Press, 2009. Print. 

10. Rabil, Albert. Renaissance Humanism : Foundations, Forms, and 
Legacy. Philadelphia, 1988. Print. 

11. Kristeller, Paul Oskar. Renaissance Thought : The Classic, 
Scholastic, and Humanist Strains. New York : 1961. Print. 

12. Hamlet. William Shakespeare. New Delhi : Peacock Books, 2008. 
Print. 

13. Frye, Ronald Mushat. The Renaissance Hamlet : Issues and 
Responses in 1600. New Jersey : Princeton University Press, 1984. 
Print. 

14. Watts, Cedric. The Tempest, William Shakespeare. London : 
Wordsworth Classics, 1984. Print.  

15. Hulme, Peter. William Shakespeare, The Tempest. NY : W.W. Norton 
& Company, 2005. Print. 

16. Palmer, D.J. Shakespeare, The Tempest. London : Macmillan & Co. 
Ltd., 1968. Print. 

17. Coursen, Herbert. The Tempest : A Guide to the Play. Westport : 
Green Wood Press, 2000. Print. 

 


