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2014 Winter Session (2014-2015 Academic Year) 
ENGL 347B: Renaissance Studies (3 credits) 
 
Instructor: Dr. Mark Vessey 
Section: 002 
Term: 1 
 

A Theatre of the World: Reading London Mind-Maps from the Long 1590s 

 
Course Description: 
What was Shakespeare's Hamlet reading, as he stepped onto the Globe stage soon after 1600, 
"reading on a book"? Who can say? This much is clear: the London scene of Shakespeare and his 
contemporaries was one in which printed books in English were exercising greater power than ever 
before over the minds and lives of members of the local population. Picking up those books again 
today, in handy modern editions stocked by the UBC Bookstore or in digital versions of the original 
prints accessible via the UBC Library, we are able to retrace the mind-maps etched across a widening 
world of knowledge and experience by some of the sharpest and least compliant intelligences of their 
day. Read attentively, English texts from the late Elizabethan and early Jacobean era not only readmit 
us to the "global" theatre of that time and place, they also alert us to circuits of thought and feeling 
that--even without our knowing it--make our own space-time partly an extension of London in the 
revolutionary, break-neck 1590s. In this course, we will take three non-Shakespearean texts as our 
entry-points for time-travel back to the present: Ben Jonson's play of Every Man In His Humour in the 
post-1590s, newly Londonized form in which it was printed in 1616; (Sir) Philip Sidney's posthumously 
published (1595) bombshell of an Apology for Poetry; and Thomas Nashe's wayward and troubling 
prose fiction, The Unfortunate Traveller (1594). Our shared business for the first few weeks of the 
course, which you can begin as soon as you like, will be to read those texts through carefully and begin 
to measure the worlds that they variously figure forth. Individual research projects (with some group-
work) will then break fresh paths through the physical and online library-archive, charting the 
imaginative suburbs and hinterlands of these three metropolitan works, and reporting back at the end 
of term in a class conference and in writing. 
 
This is an undergraduate research course, inviting slow and patient reading of sometimes difficult texts 
and discerning engagement with online and physical library materials (printed books). It will provide 
good opportunities for students wishing to test their instincts and hone their skills as trespassers 
outside the beaten tracks of literary history and survey, in search of raw data for an appreciation of 
how human beings join forces to make, unmake and re-make cultural worlds. (Warning: It will not 
reward slick, night-before essays that ingeniously twist the materials of study to fit pre-pressed 
conclusions.) 
 
Required Texts: 
IMPORTANT: You will need to obtain your own copy of each of the primary texts (Jonson, Sidney, 
Nashe) in the exact edition specified below. Other printed editions are available but will not be 
serviceable for this course. 
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 Jonson, Ben. Every Man In His Humour. Ed. Robert N. Watson. New Mermaids, 2nd edn. 
London: A & C Black, 1998. 

 Sidney, Philip (Sir). An Apology for Poetry (or The Defence of Poetry). Ed. Geoffrey 
Shepherd and R. W. Maslen. Manchester: University of Manchester Press, 2002. 

 Nashe, Thomas. The Unfortunate Traveller and Other Works. Ed. J. B. Steane. Penguin 
Classics, 1985. 

 Mortimer, Ian. The Time Traveller's Guide to Elizabethan England. London: Vintage Books, 
2013. 

Course Requirements: 

 brief abstract (5%) and detailed proposal (15%) for research project 
 research paper (40%) 
 conference-style short presentation of research project (10%) 
 final exam (30%) 
 extra marks for significant in-class contributions may be awarded on a discretionary basis 

 


