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2010 Winter Session (2010-2011 Academic Year) 
ENGL 347A: Renaissance Studies (3 credits) 
 
Instructor: Dr. K. Sirluck 
Section: 001 
Term: 1 
 

The World Upside Down:  
the forms and functions of Carnival in Renaissance Literature 

 
Course Description: 
This course proposes to examine carnivalesque elements in Tudor and Stuart drama, poetry and prose, 
together with some continental works.  We will study the popular forms of carnival together with more 
literary treatments.  Representations of the World Upside Down entail voices of plebian dissent, 
interrogations of aristocratic and religious orthodoxy, and assertions of carnal, material, and comic 
energies against the constraints of the ascetic, the abstract, and the solemn.  We will ask questions 
about how carnival forms are used to maintain the status quo (by releasing pent-up energies of dissent 
and allowing brief periods of “cathartic” indulgence) or to challenge the supremacy of existing ideas of 
order and hierarchy.  We will also consider how images of the topsy turvy world can be used to protest 
the disappearance of an earlier festive time - before the Hobby horse was forgotten, when the Maypole 
and the Morris men still reigned. As Puritan ideas gathered strength in the city of London, and Catholic 
ideas persisted in the north and in the villages, carnival forms sometimes took on a more overtly 
dissident character.  Linked to this, comically subversive representations of witchcraft, demonology, 
alchemy and magic are often included in theatrical mediations of popular protest of various kinds.  In 
the course of our study we will examine the ways in which  carnivalesque literature may be implicated 
in the major changes of contemporary society, including the expansion of middle class interests and of 
commerce-centred social values; the general decline of respect for secular and religious authority; and 
the increasing instability of identity as a consequence of changing social conditions.  
 
Outline: 

1. The Baby Beats the Nurse: Law and Liberty in Dr. Faustus and The Wakefield Second 
Shepherd’s Play 

2. The Lord of Misrule: Henry IV,  Part 1 ; Erasmus, from The Praise of Folly; Processio 
Assinorum (sound recording); John Skelton, from “The Tunning of Elinor Rumming”; François 
Rabelais, excerpts from Pantagruel and Gargantua 

3. Saturn and The Age of Gold: Fools, transvestites, and philosophers in 
Arden: Shakespeare, As You Like It 

4. The Feast of Folly: Ben Jonson, Bartholomew Fair, Thomas More, from Utopia, 
5. Stooping Eminences: The Flesh Exalted & The Woman On Top: Carnival inversions in 

Thomas Middleton, Women Beware Women; excerpts from The Revenger’s Tragedy 
6. Wise Madness, Foolish Sanity: excerpts from Shakespeare’s  Twelfth Night, Cervantes’s Don 

Quixote, and The Book of Homilies 
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7.  The Land of Cokayne: Egalitarian Utopias and their demise in excerpts from The Tempest, A 
Midsummer Night’s Dream, and Hobbes, Leviathan 

Required Texts: 
Primary Texts: 
Marlowe, Doctor Faustus; Shakespeare, Henry IV, Part 1, As You Like It; Ben Jonson, Bartholomew 
Fair; Thomas Middleton, Women Beware Women; The Wakefield Second Shepherd’s Play; Thomas 
Hobbes, from Leviathan 
 
Secondary Texts available online (Gutenberg Project) and/or in The Norton Anthology of English 
Literature, Vol. 1, or in course handouts, brief excerpts from the following:  Shakespeare, Twelfth 
Night, The Tempest, A Midsummer Night’s Dream;  François Rabelais, Pantagruel and Gargantua; 
Thomas More, Utopia; Desiderius Erasmus, The Praise of Folly; Miguel Cervantes, Don Quixote; The 
Book of Homilies; Thomas Middleton, The Revenger’s Tragedy; John Skelton, Secundus Passus from 
“The Tunning of Elinor Rumming”, Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan. 
 
A list of (optional) scholarly and critical texts will be distributed in the second week of term. 


