
 
 

 

© No portion of this course description may be copied, used, or revised without explicit written permission from the Department of English. 

2010 Winter Session (2010-2011 Academic Year) 
ENGL 490: Majors Seminar (3 credits) 
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English Writing and the Writing of Science (Copernicus to Newton and Beyond) 
 
Course Description: 
Writers who wrote in English (or, in some cases, who received prominent translation into English) 
played a major role in a number of facets of early modern science, and the literary dimension (broadly 
speaking) of their accomplishment repays examination from a humanities as well as a scientific point of 
view. So, of course, do more “literary” writings that engage issues of what we now call science. 
 
Topics may include: 

 Copernicanism and responses to Copernicanism. 
 revisions of the concept of macrocosm/microcosm as demanded by new cosmologies. 
 chemical, alchemical, atomist, and anatomical issues as they affect views of the nature of 

physical reality, including its origins and transformations. This category encompasses human 
physical reality and issues concerning the relationship between soul (or mind) and body. 

 theories of how science is to be conducted, from Bacon to the Royal Society. 
 “hagiography” of scientists (Digges’s of Copernicus, Sprat’s of Bacon, etc.). 
 the popularizing, translating, or otherwise rendering in the vernacular of scientific ideas 

(Gilbert, Burton, Wilkins, Aphra Behn). 
 beginnings of science fiction; speculation about “ET” (Kepler, Wilkins, Milton, Fontenelle). 
 the honing of English itself as a language of science (Royal Society). 

The common (and inexpensive) text for this course will be The Book of the Cosmos: Imagining the 
Universe from Heraclitus to Hawking (ed. Danielson). There will also be occasional handouts. However, 
after the second week, students’ own research is expected to provide approximately half of the 
common reading. Therefore, please budget time and funds for the purpose of providing photocopies 
(in particular those made from items held in the ESTC microfilm collection of early modern works, as 
well as from the Web-based EEBO) for fellow members of the seminar. Much emphasis will be placed 
on research skills, tools, rationale, and results. 
 
Course Requirements: 
Each student will undertake one main independent but supervised research project that culminates in a 
scholarly essay in principle ready for submission to a journal (and accordingly well polished and 
edited). The final grade will be based 80% on this large piece of work (3000-5000 words), submitted 
as hard copy but also made available electronically to other participants in the seminar. 


