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Ecology, Romance, and the Renaissance Stage 
 
Course Description: 
Shakespeare had … seen firsthand, as few others could have, the widespread effects of enclosure and 
deforestation upon the English landscape. (James Shapiro, A Year in the Life of William Shakespeare: 
1599) 
 
In this seminar we shall consider the extent to which Shakespeare and his contemporaries can be said 
to register and respond to various ecological matters – from deforestation, to climate change, to 
human relations with animals – in their plays, especially in the generic mode known to us today as 
“romance,” one of whose hallmark dramatic features is human mobility across both time and 
topography. To explore the relation between these concepts (“ecology” and “romance”) on the 
Renaissance stage, we will need to consult at least three sorts of texts: the plays; examples of 
scholarship, sometimes focused on the English Renaissance, that defines the method of inquiry known 
as “ecocriticism”; and, a sampling of texts about what constituted “romance” in Shakespeare’s 
day.  Throughout the course, we will also seek to interrogate our own desire for an eco-aware 
Renaissance. 
 
Required Texts: 
Our course materials will certainly include Shakespeare’s romances (Cymbeline, Pericles, The Winter’s 
Tale, The Tempest), but will also be comprised of other examples and critiques of what has been called 
the “stage romance”: these could include Robert Greene’s Orlando Furioso; the anonymous 
play Mucedorus; Chapman, Jonson and Marston’s Eastward Ho!; and, Beaumont and Fletcher’s Knight 
of the Burning Pestle. 
 
Course Requirements: 
Each student will lead one seminar discussion (30%) and will submit weekly responses to the course 
readings (20%) as well as a final term essay (40%). The remainder of the mark for the course (10%) 
will reflect active participation. 


