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2014 Winter Session (2014-2015 Academic Year) 
ENGL 490: Literature Majors Seminar (3 credits) 
 
Instructor: Dr. K. Sirluck 
Section: 003 
Term: 1 
 

Voices from Below: Political and Religious Discourses Under 
Scrutiny in Renaissance Literature and Drama from Marlowe to Milton 

 
Course Description: 
This course will explore the complex way in which certain literary and dramatic works use the figures of 
the marginalized, the criminal and the abjected to challenge and interrogate the status quo of the 
surrounding world. In these texts, the perspective of the subject is visibly influenced by his or her 
position within the social and ideological continuum. Servants, plebians, women, Jews, Moors, Muslims, 
sodomites, catamites, cross-dressers, adulterers, hired thugs, pimps, whores, murderers, atheists, the 
impoverished, the enslaved, the mad, the rebellious, the disaffiliated, populate the turbulent 
underworld of Renaissance literature, articulating dilemmas which are inconceivable or unutterable 
within the nexus of privilege and propriety. We will examine with particular interest literary and 
theatrical negotiations of various forms of Christian discourse and political dogma, including Protestant 
challenges to Catholicism, the antithetical relations between Renaissance Humanism and Calvinism, 
Puritan and other attacks on Tudor and Stuart claims to absolute monarchy, and secularist challenges 
to authoritative discourse in general. We will also consider the appropriation and distortion of relatively 
egalitarian sacred texts to serve the agendas of the established Church, the State, and the patriarchal 
domestic realm. Some of our works show how Early Modern commercial, colonialist, and marital 
discourses, together with prescriptions determining personhood and citizenship, are implicated in the 
appropriation of the sacred in service of the secular, legitimating exploitative practices under the 
umbrella of Christian sanction. We will observe how in the literature of the English Renaissance 
medieval ideas concerning sin and death merge with carnival and satiric elements and other popular 
forms of subversive cultural activity, often ambivalent in effect. Whether these works function as 
liberating and reforming art, or offer an apocalyptic vision of the damned, they provide an 
extraordinarily rich and provocative field of inquiry. 

Required Texts: 

 Christopher Marlowe, Edward II 
 Thomas Middleton, "Satire 5: The Ingle" from Microcynicon (UBC Library ebook) 
 Michel de Montaigne, Selections from The Essays (Project Gutenberg online) 
 John Milton, brief selections from Samson Agonistes (Project Gutenberg online) 
 William Shakespeare, Henry IV, Part 1; The Merchant of Venice; Coriolanus 
 Thomas Middleton and William Rowley, The Changeling 
 John Webster, The White Devil 
 Fulke Greville, Chorus from Mustapha (luminarium or Norton online) 
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 Mark Distribution: 

1. 1 seminar presentation (15 minutes) to be followed a week after delivery by a formal written 
version, complete with full documentation of sources. Work will be evaluated on the basis of 
both the written and oral components of the assignment. (30%) 

2. 1 short response paper, about 5 minutes, generating discussion following someone else's 
seminar paper. (10%) 

3. 1 term paper, with a research component. (30%) 
4. A final exam. This exam will call for a demonstration of some breadth of knowledge, the ability 

to make comparisons and cross-references, and a display of intellectual energy in the 
development of ideas concerning the course material. (30%) 

The term papers should be seven to ten pages in length, exclusive of notes and bibliography. All term 
papers must follow the conventions of the MLA Style manual, or an equivalent format, and all sources 
must be fully documented. Essays exceeding the stated length limit will lose marks. 

 

 


