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2013 Winter Session (2013-2014 Academic Year) 
ENGL 347B: Renaissance Studies (3 credits) 
 
Instructor: Dr. K. Sirluck 
Section: 002 
Term: 1 
 

Ideas of the Human in the English Renaissance 

 
Course Description: 
This course will examine competing ideas of the human in the literature and philosophy of the 
Renaissance.  It will explore classical, medieval and Renaissance notions concerning the nature of 
human beings and their place in the cosmos, and relate these formulations to English literary texts. In 
the process, we will briefly engage the ideas of some continental thinkers, notably Pico della Mirandola, 
Giordano Bruno, Niccolò Machiavelli, and Michel de Montaigne.  In this period, “human nature” was 
vigorously contested, and conventional representations of the human, usually wrought within intricately 
systematized ideological constructs, were beginning to be challenged in a number of ways.  “Man” as a 
sacred animal, as a social animal, a political animal, and even a magical animal is a focus of obsessive 
scrutiny at this time, as is “woman”.  Immortal and mortal, predestined or free, fixed or movable, 
authoritative or abject, human beings are the centre of inquiry in a world that is slowly becoming less 
homocentric in other ways.  We will examine these conflicting representations, noting how expansive 
and optimistic ideas of the human implicit in Neo-Platonic and Neo-Aristotelian moral philosophy can be 
traced from writers like Pico, Spenser, and Castiglione to apologists for Natural Law, such as Richard 
Hooker and John Milton, and juxtaposed with more pessimistic or pragmatic ideas of the human 
presented in Calvinist and other religious doctrines, and in the social and political ideas of Machiavelli, 
Montaigne, Bacon, and Hobbes. We will extend our search to consider Renaissance magical, medical, 
and alchemical theories, including both the “new science” and the old, and ask how they are pertinent 
to our study of Doctor Faustus, The Tempest, and Volpone.   The inter-relation between religious, 
political and epistemological crisis and human self-imagining will be investigated in works like King 
Lear, The White Devil, and Donne’s “First Anniversary”.   Finally, in a number of our texts from 
Montaigne’s Essays to The Tempest to Marvell’s “The Garden”, we will look at diverse reflections on the 
relationship between humans and their environment, the non-human “wild” or world of Nature, as a 
salient factor in the Renaissance evaluation of the human. 
 
While our principal focus will be on English prose, poetry and drama, and our secondary focus will be 
on works from the continental Renaissance, we will explore both of these in relation to a range of 
current critical perspectives. 
 
Assigned readings will include: The Wakefield Second Shepherd’s Play; Christopher Marlowe, Dr. 
Faustus; John Calvin, The Institution of the Christian Religion, Bk. 3, Ch. 21; Edmund Spenser, The 
Faerie Queene, from Book 2, Canto 12; William Shakespeare, The Tempest and selected 
sonnets.  There will be some reference toKing Lear (notrequired reading).  Michel de Montaigne, 
“Apology for Raimond Sebonde”;  Margaret Cavendish, “The Hunting of the Hare”; Castiglione, 
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from The Courtier; on-line excerpts from Niccolo Machiavelli, The Princeand The Discourses; John 
Webster, The White Devil;  Ben Jonson, Volpone;  Francis Bacon, “Of Truth”, selections from The 
Advancement of Learning and Novum Organum; Andrew Marvell, selected poems; John Milton, small 
selection from Areopagitica; Thomas Hobbes, from Leviathan (the very brief selection in the Norton 
Anthology, Vol. B) 
 
Required Texts: 

 The Norton Anthology of English Literature, Volume B, 9th edition: “Sixteenth and Early 
Seventeenth Century Literature” 
(Note: Students who already possess The Norton Anthology of English Literature, Volume 1, 
9th edition, will not need to buy Volume B (above).  Volume 1 contains all the material you 
will need.) 

 John Webster, The White Devil 
 William Shakespeare, The Tempest 

Course Requirements: 

 one in-class mid-term essay (25%) 
 one term paper (35%) 
 one informal debate or in-class performance, and a final exam (40%) 
 Additional marks for class participation will be awarded on a discretionary basis for the 

debate or performance requirement. 

 


