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“Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art thou, Romeo?” These words, written by author 

William Shakespeare, are perhaps some of the most famous in the English language. 

Shakespeare lived during a somewhat difficult historical period, but he was still able to 

produce great works of literature. William Shakespeare’s writing was influenced by his 

marriage to Anne Hathaway and the death of their son Hamnet.  His use of iambic 

pentameter and figurative language exemplifies the Renaissance period of British 

literature. 

Shakespeare’s early life was pretty typical of the time period. He was born in the 

town of Stratford-on-Avon in 1564 when Queen Elizabeth I was on the throne of England 

(“William”). His father was a middle-class sheep trader and glover, but his mother was 

from the upper class (“William”). This mixture of two different social classes gave 

Shakespeare a unique upbringing. He was able to see the hard work of glove-making and 

farming, but he was also able to see the upper class lifestyle that his mother enjoyed 

(“William”).  While attending the local school, he studied Greek and Latin and read the 

great classic literature of those time periods (“William”). All of this contributed to his 

writing career. 

During Shakespeare’s childhood, England was enjoying prosperity. The British 

army had defeated many foes and brought their wealth back to England for the people to 

enjoy (Mintz and McNeil). This meant that people had more time for free time activities 
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like writing. Wealthy people, called patrons, paid young authors to write great works, and 

Shakespeare was one of these young writers (Mintz and McNeil). Through the use of 

Lord Chamberlain’s funds and the ability of the people of England to afford to go see a 

play, Shakespeare became a successful playwright (“William”). But not everything was 

as successful as his writing. The Black Plague was rampant at this time period, and it 

killed many people, including Shakespeare’s son, Hamnet (Mintz and McNeil). The 

government often closed down the theaters to stop the spread of the disease, and 

Shakespeare would not make any money during this time (Mintz and McNeil). Even 

though the time period was fairly prosperous, there were still some bad times. 

Because of the great wealth in this time period, the arts were able to flourish, 

giving birth to a Renaissance. The Renaissance period was marked by a great increase in 

poetry and drama (Mintz and McNeil).  Great wealth meant that rich people could 

sponsor artists, becoming their “patrons” and allowing them to write fulltime as a job. 

Shakespeare would probably not have been able to write his many plays and poems 

without his famous patron, Lord Chamberlain.  

The Renaissance is especially known for its poetry, where poets like Sir Edmund 

Spenser, John Donne, and Sir Thomas Wyatt were pushing the boundaries of meter and 

form with their beautiful poetry (“Four”). These poets helped create the sonnet and the 

lyric, two very different types of poetry from the Medieval Poetry that had previously 

flourished. 

The genre of drama was also expanded in this time period. Drama is defined as a 

composition in prose or verse presenting in dialogue or pantomime a story involving 

conflict or contrast of character, especially one intended to be acted on the stage; a play 
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(“Drama”). While largely borrowing from the Greek tradition of drama, playwrights in 

this day were able to create masterpieces as well (“Drama”). Besides Shakespeare, the era 

produced such famous plays as Doctor Faustus by Christopher Marlowe, The Spanish 

Tragedy by Thomas Kyd, and The Duchess of Malfi by John Webster (“Four”). This 

genre was able to grow as a result of the great wealth and patronage system of the 

Renaissance.   

One of the literary devices that Shakespeare used in his plays is iambic 

pentameter. This is the practice of making sure that each line of dialogue is written with 

ten syllables, and each unstressed syllable followed by a stressed syllable. This format is 

closest to natural speech while still remaining verse. “Two households both alike in 

dignity / In fair Verona where we lay our scene” (Sparknotes) is an example of iambic 

pentameter from Romeo and Juliet.  Shakespeare also uses the poetic couplet, two lines 

of iambic pentameter that rhyme, to end a scene. “Thou canst not teach me to forget / I’ll 

pay that doctrine or else die in debt” closes out Act I, scene i of Romeo and Juliet 

(Sparknotes).  

Shakespeare’s plays are also full of figurative language like metaphors, similes, 

personification, and allusions. For example, in Romeo and Juliet, Lady Capulet’s quote 

contains a metaphor: "This precious book of love, this unbound lover, / To beautify him, 

only lacks a cover" (Sparknotes). In this quote, Lady Capulet explains to Juliet that Paris 

would make a worth husband because he is a "precious book of love," and that he is only 

missing a cover (Juliet would be the "cover"). Likewise, in Act I, scene v, Romeo 

explains that he enjoys hearing Juliet’s voice with a simile: "How silver-sweet sound 

lovers' tongues by night, / Like softest music to attending ears." An example of 
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personification can be found in Act IV, scene iii, when Lord Capulet thinks that Juliet is 

dead. He says, "Death is my son-in-law, Death is my heir, / My daughter he hath 

wedded." In addition to personification, Shakespeare makes use of many allusions to 

Greek and Latin mythology. Romeo complains to Benvolio in Act I, scene i that Rosaline 

does not love him:  “She hath Dian's wit, / And, in strong proof of chastity well arm'd.” 

He compares Rosaline to the goddess Diana, one of the virgin goddesses of Roman 

mythology. Shakespeare’s use of figurative language adds beauty and imagery to the 

lines the characters say.  

William Shakespeare’s plays have cemented him as one of the greatest British 

authors of all time. The Patronage system allowed him to create some of the most 

beautiful poetry in the Renaissance and beyond. Shakespeare may have said it best: “It is 

not in the stars to hold our destiny but in ourselves.” 
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