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THE 16TH CENTURY (1485-1603): QUESTIONS WITH ANSWERS 
 
This handout was prepared by Dr. William Tarvin, a retired professor of literature. 
Please visit my free website www.tarvinlit.com. Over 500 works of American and British 
literature are analyzed there for free. 

 
An answer key is provided at the end of this handout. 

 
Text used:  M. H. Abrams, ed.  The Norton Anthology of English Literature, 7th ed.  Vol. 
 1.  New York:  Norton, 2000. 
 
I.    POLITICAL AND SOCIAL BACKGROUND 
 
 1.   The 16th century in England is the age of the ___________ sovereigns.  It 
begins with the accession of Henry VII, the first Tudor (1485), and ends with the death 
of ______________ I, the last Tudor (1603).   
 
 2.  England began the 16th century as a minor island kingdom, but by its end was 
recognized as a world power, especially because of its powerful ___________.   
 
 3.   The population increased with prosperity, particularly London's, whose 
population surged, going from around 100,000 in c. 1500 to 200,000 in c. 1600. 
 
 4.   Literacy increased, going from 30% of the people who could read English in c. 
1500 to about 60% by c. 1600. 
 
 5.   By 1500, the Middle English (for instance, of Chaucer) had changed into 
Modern English, the language you and I speak today.  Some list the beginning of 
Modern English as 1475, the introduction of _______________ in England.   
 
 6.  To understand 16th century England, three philosophical and intellectual 
trends or movements need to be examined:   (1) The Renaissance, (2) the Reformation, 
and (3) Nationalism. 
 
 
II.    THE RENAISSANCE 
 
 1.  The Renaissance movement involved a _________________ (the literal 
meaning of Renaissance) of literature and art, stimulated by the recovery and study of 
texts from classical Greece and Rome. 
 
 2.  The Renaissance emphasized human beings and this __________ (not God 
and the afterlife, the emphasis, for example, of the play Everyman).  Hedonism, a belief 
that the purpose of life is ___________, is characteristic of many Renaissance people.   
 
 3.   The Renaissance was not antireligious, but it was ____________-minded.    
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 4.   While Medieval writers distrusted science—remember Chaucer’s criticism of 
the medical _____________—in the Renaissance period, science began to fascinate 
people with the “voluptuous pleasure that comes from forbidden knowledge” (990).   
 
 5.  For instance, in Marlowe’s play, despite his horrible fate, through much of the 
action, the scientist Doctor __________________ is presented as an intriguing and 
interesting seeker of “knowledge” (990).  Indeed, for some, Faustus is the symbol of the 
Renaissance period’s quest for scientific knowledge. 
 
III.    THE REFORMATION 
 
 1.   In November 1517, Martin _____________ nailed his famous 95 theses to 
the church door in Wittenberg, Germany, effectively beginning the Reformation.  The 
universal church became two branches:  Catholic and ______________. 
 
 2.   The two major ideas of the Protestant Reformation were the following:   
 
  (1) Only the ___________ (not the church or tradition) has authority in 
matters of religion.   
 
  (2) Only God's grace and personal faith (not good _____________ or 
religious practices or priests) can bring about a Christian’s salvation. 
 
 3.  In 1534, England's King ___________ VIII broke with the Church of Rome, 
over its refusal to grant him a divorce.    
 
 4.  He made himself, not the Catholic Pope, the head of the Church of 
_____________, which began to follow Protestantism.   
 
 5.  Henry VIII also authorized an English translation of the ___________, 
thereby making it available to anyone who could read. 
 
 4.  The Renaissance and the Reformation occurred side by side, and they are 
similar in that both stress the importance of the _______________. 
 
 5.  However, they differ in three ways:   The Renaissance is materialistic, worldly, 
and believed that people were inherently ___________.  The Reformation, however, 
was spiritual, ___________________, and believed that people were essentially evil.   
 
 
IV.    NATIONALISM - ELIZABETH I 
 
 1.  Queen Elizabeth I identified herself with England as no previous ruler had 
done.  In her person and her policy, she became a symbol of ______________ unity.   
 
 2.   English nationalism was also spurred by the 1588 defeat of the mightiest 
invasion fleet ever mounted against England, the Spanish __________.  
 



Tarvin 3 
 

Answer Key 
 

I. 
    1.  Tudor; Elizabeth. 
 
          2.  navy. 
 
 5.  printing. 
 
II. 
 1.  rebirth. 
 
 2.  world; pleasure. 
 
 4.  secular. 
 
 5.  Doctor. 
 
 6.  Faustus. 
 
III. 
 1.  Luther;  Protestant. 
 
 2.  (1)  Bible. 
      (2)  works. 
  
 3.  Henry. 
 
 4.  England. 
 
 5.  Bible. 
 
 6.  individual. 
 
 7.  good; otherworldly. 
 
IV. 
 1.  national. 
 
 2.   Armada. 


