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Prophets, Reformers and Revolutionaries in the English Renaissance 

 
Course Description: 
The discontents and the discontented of Tudor/Stuart English culture will be our focus here, as we 
explore why, when, and how English writers spoke against the trend, and what those efforts might 
signify about the meaning of and value of change, conversion and newness in Renaissance English 
culture.  We’ll concentrate on five particular modes of reformatory zeal, conflict, and persuasive 
energy:  

1. the Henrician Reformation.  Both the legislative and liturgical texts of the Reformation are 
fascinating attempts to create new frameworks for English belief and investment.  We’ll look at 
Parliamentary statutes as well as Cranmer’s Book of Common Prayer, alongside Thomas More’s 
and Simon Fish’s polemical works. 

2. John Foxe’s Ecclesiastical Historie, more commonly known as the Book of Martyrs, was a 
monumental and foundational effort to rewrite English history for a new Protestantism.  Its 
reinventions of the past, its prophetic and populist violence, and its dramatic role in shaping 
English Protestant imaginations makes it a keystone for English reformism 

3. Protestantism International: Along with an internal reconfiguration, Elizabethan English courtiers 
imagined a new place for England on the European and colonial stage.  The persistent, witty, 
allegorical chivalry with which Sidney, Spenser, Ralegh and other writers seek to shape 
Elizabethan foreign policy blends anachronistic playfulness, devotional prophetic energy, 
and  gendered narratives in complex interplay. 

4. Elizabethan/Jacobean court-satire: In pastoral and anti-pastoral lyrics, in elegiac and laudatory 
modes, ambitious and disappointed writers comment freely on the follies and indulgences of 
court-life and juxtapose it to a more perfect England.  Jonson, Ralegh, Spenser, Donne, Nashe 
and other prose polemicists will be our focus here. 

5. Milton & social revolution: Certainly after Foxe the most famous polemicist in the English 
Renaissance, Milton began young with a wide range of poetic and prose works seeking to 
reinvent English laws, mores, beliefs and institutions in the 17th century.  It’s those early works 
we’ll examine (sonnets and lyric verse, as well as a sample of his prose tracts). 

In each case we’ll consider not only the generic and rhetorical features of the texts but also the socio-
political discourses in which they participate.  Materialist political theory, revisionist historicism and 
models from social anthropology will also provide useful categories for understanding the roles and 
functions of reformers and prophets’ works. 
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Course Requirements: 
Students will give individual seminar presentations, provide reviews of secondary materials, and write a 
major original research paper.  The course will include paper-workshops and give some attention to the 
conventions of graduate-level research writing. 


