Renaissance

1. As the medieval theocentric world gives way to the humanism of the Renaissance, with all its attendant uncertainties, evil becomes a subject of broad cultural interest in England. Writers and thinkers have by no means given up their religious faith, but they have become concerned with the problem of the demonic, the social and political manifestations of evil in the work, the complexities of religious heresy and false doctrine, notions of divine retribution, and many other such ontological and theological matters. Discuss the representation of evil in at least three early modern authors, referring also to whatever cultural documents you think appropriate.

2. The theater of early modern English was above all a popular art. This is not to say that the works presented were not literary, or that the principal playwrights were naïve, or that the actors were playing only to the groundlings. But the theaters were full of customers, and people of all ranks and levels of education frequented the outdoor and the indoor playhouses between 1570 and 1642. Performances at court were numerous as well. Referring to Shakespeare and at least two other playwrights, and drawing upon your knowledge of English theatrical culture generally, discuss the elements of Renaissance drama that made it so appealing to Londoners in the last decades of the sixteenth century and the first decades of the seventeenth.

3. Pretend that you have been assigned to teach Book I of Spenser’s The Faerie Queene in a survey course in British literature. How do you do it? Some questions to consider: What are Spenser’s goals? What are his major technical means? What topics might be especially difficult to convey? Are there cultural contexts that might help illuminate the poem? On which episodes would you concentrate?

4. Analyze the following sonnet in light of the sonnet craze at the end of the sixteenth century. Is this typical of the sonneteers’ work? What were the major themes? What were the major technical resources? Your answer might best be divided between close reading and a more general survey of the mode.

With how sad steps, O Moon, thou climb’st the skies!

How silently, and with how wan a face!

What, may it be that even in heavenly place

That busy archer his sharp arrows tries?

Sure, if that long-with-love-acquainted eyes

Can judge of love, thou feel’st a lover’s case,

I read it in thy looks; thy languished grace,

To me, that feel the like, thy state describes.

Then, even of fellowship, Oh Moon, tell me,

Is constant love deemed there but want of wit?

Are beauties there as proud as here thy be?

Do they above love to be loved, and yet

Those lovers scorn whom that love doth possess?

Do they call virtue their ungratefulness?

5. Consider how Shakespeare revisits the themes, plots and motives of his major tragedies in the late romances Cymbeline and The Winter’s Tale. Reflect on how these revisionings comment on the power of time and purposes of dramatic art.

6. Discuss the influence of Italy’s Petrarchan and Neoplatonic love traditions on the English sonnet from Wyatt through Donne. Attend as necessary to questions of form, but focus primarily on the varying reactions to eros as a spiritual force. Discuss at least five (5) representative English sonneteers.

7. Discuss moderation as a recurring theme in Tudor-Stuart poetry. Who praises the golden mean and the middle way, and in what terms, and why?

8. What, according to Sir Philip Sidney, are the nature, purposes and value of poetry? Had Sidney lived to read Spenser’s Faerie Queene and Milton’s Paradise Lost, what do you think he would have made of them?

9. English people in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were both attracted to and repelled by the idea of things foreign. This ambiguous attitude is reflected clearly in the depiction of foreigners on the early modern stage. Write an essay about the representation of foreigners and things foreign in the theatrical works of Shakespeare, Marlowe, and at least one other playwright. Try to range as broadly as possible over a wide field of possible topics, which might include foreign ideas, foreign places, cultural practices, beliefs, languages, and other such signifiers; at the same time, try to be as specific as possible in discussing the texts you use for illustration. 

10. “More recently, of course, literary criticism has tended to disperse ‘the text’ of New Criticism, displacing ‘meaning’ from within the verbal design that was said to contain it to the contingent relationship between a text and the contextualizing, even constitutive, practices that are seen to produce it: the interests and affiliations of its initial production, for instance; the practices of the interpretive communities that have transmitted it through history; the technologies that have reproduced it materially; the metaphysics of which it is a part; the pressures of politics, ideology, gender; and so on.”

So says one of the leaders of the field known as “performance criticism.” Taking the passage as a prompt, write about the textual, historical, and critical issues it raises for the study of “dramatic literature.” Keeping personal experience out of the answer, consider the possibilities and the limits of theatrical performance as a mode of criticism or interpretation. 

11. Using the works of Shakespeare and at least one other playwright, give a thorough account of the spectrum of early modern English theatrical comedy, considering the possibilities from romantic to satiric and those in between. You may refer to helpful critical models to support your discussion if you choose.

12. In a recent critical essay, contemporary poet Peter Sacks writes that the English sonnet belongs to a tradition “that seeks to save face via a detour behind and beneath the face—usually toward the heart.” In saying this, Sacks assumes both a public and a private audience for the sonnet, which is famously given to expressions of personal devotion (whether erotic or religious), yet which nevertheless usually performs these devotions before the face of some larger audience, and sometimes for a social and even political purpose. Using Sir Thomas Wyatt as your starting point and John Milton as your ending point, discuss the interplay between intimacy and society in the English sonnet tradition. Survey a representative sampling of sonneteers.

13. In Areopagitica, John Milton refers to "our sage and serious poet Spenser,” calling him “a better teacher than Scotus or Aquinas." But what did Milton learn? To what degree was Edmund Spenser really a model for Milton as an epic poet? Considering the mini-epics of The Faerie Queene Books I and II in comparison to the full-blown epic of Paradise Lost, discuss the ways in which Milton seems to imitate his declared master, and those in which Milton apparently revises, undermines, or even overthrows him. Attend to such matters as epic subject and theme, debt to classical sources, language and verse, and the handling of traditional epic elements, particularly the epic hero.

14. One of the distinctive characteristics of Shakespeare’s late plays, particularly Pericles, Cymbeline, The Winter’s Tale, and The Tempest, is their exceptional self-consciousness. The playwright seems, instead of concealing his art, to expose it, advertise it, and ask the audience to delight in it. Discuss in as much detail as you can the evidence for and effect of such self-consciousness in the last phase of Shakespeare’s career. You might want to provide some counter-examples from earlier Shakespeare plays to support your argument.

15. How is The Faerie Queen an Elizabethan poem?

16. In the view of the Renaissance tragedians, the world is a frightening, evil place. Describe as broadly and in as much detail as you can the conditions of life in the tragic environment, identifying and illustrating some of the effects of evil. How does evil manifest itself? Where does one confront it? Is there any defense against it? In writing your essay, draw upon tragic plays by at least three of the following: Thomas Kyd, Christopher Marlowe, William Shakespeare, Francis Beaumont and John Fletcher, John Webster, Thomas Middleton, John Ford.

17. With Sir Thomas Wyatt as your starting point and John Milton as your ending point, discuss the Renaissance sonnet in English as a form of devotion—devotion to a lover, to a friend, to God, to a political cause or social ideal. What about the sonnet’s origins and background suits it for this worshipful career? How do the sonnet’s main formal varieties (Italian and English structures and their permutations) both fit and in some cases shape the objects to which they are addressed? How does the form’s history provide contexts for its practitioners—for instance, erotic contexts for religious and political subjects? Survey a representative sampling of sonneteers.

18. From Sidney’s opening admonition, “Fool, look in thy heart and write,” (Astrophil and Stella 1) to Herbert’s, “There is in love a sweetness ready penned: / Copy out only that, and save expense” (The Temple, “Jordan” (II)), many Tudor-Stuart writers had an ongoing quarrel with ornament, and often expressed a preference for heartfelt simplicity—while frequently honoring this preference in the breach. Citing examples from dramatic and lyric poetry and from prose, discuss this suspicion of what Herbert calls “trim invention” and what Jonson called “the adulteries of art.” Attend both to plainness as a positive aesthetic and to the ironies and even self-contradictions of this position.
19. Where do dreams come from?  How do we read them?  What do they teach us about ourselves and the non-dreaming world?  From dismissing dreams as demonic deception or mere evanescent fantasy to presenting dreams as revealing psychological or divine truth, Renaissance writers presented a wide range of responses to the phenomenon of dreaming—both the dreaming of literal sleep and the metaphoric dreams of waking day.  Discuss portrayals or presentations of dreaming that represent varied estimations of the nature, value, power, and meaning of dreams.  Cite examples from three of these five subgenres: lyric poetry, dramatic poetry, epic poetry, prose fiction, and prose non-fiction.

20.  Discuss the developments in dramatic art as late medieval culture gave place to the Reformation and Renaissance in the era of the Tudors through the early Stuarts, roughly 1500-1642. Trace continuities and transformations in dramatic production, subject matter, form, language, and characterization. Account along the way for new pressures brought by such factors as religious change, aristocratic and royal patronage, academic training, commercial interests, and the advent of the professional theater. Use representative examples from at least four dramatists (one of which must be Shakespeare).
21.  “As good almost kill a man as kill a good book,” writes John Milton in Areopagitica; and early modern writers often personify the fruits of their labors, sometimes as men, sometimes as children, sometimes as friends and even as lovers. Discuss in as much detail as you can the phenomenon of book, play, or poem as person. 

22.  There is a striking distance between Bottom the Weaver’s ass’s head and Yorick’s severed skull or Lear’s hanged Fool. Consider the changing work, character, and status of fools and clowns from Shakespeare’s comedies and histories through his tragedies and romances. Be sure to discuss at least two clown or jester figures from each of these four subgenres.

23.  While classical and neoclassical decorum placed fairly strict formal limits on the composition of plays—limits which many Renaissance dramatists, particularly Shakespeare, persisted in breaking—classical and Renaissance literary theory treated the epic mode as a realm of expansive freedom in time, place, and action. Starting with Philip Sidney’s Defense of Poesy, discuss the applications of—and departures from—classical epic theory in Spenser’s Faerie Queene and Milton’s Paradise Lost, and also the appropriation of epic devices and freedoms in Shakespeare’s Henriad.
24. Discuss feasting—both literal and metaphorical, profane and sacred—in a range of early modern poetry, drama, and prose. As these writers portray life at the table, how do they address issues of moderation and excess, poverty and abundance, generosity and prodigality? How does the table feature as a microcosm?

25.  From More’s Utopia through Shakespeare’s Tempest to Herbert’s “Paradise” and Cavendish’s Blazing World, Renaissance writers are drawn repeatedly and powerfully to the theme of brave new (or old) worlds, arcadian fields, gardens both redemptive and seductive, and paradises both earthly and religious. Crossing the lines of literary genre, discuss conceptions of other worlds and how they reflect on the mundane, often grim realities of this world.

26. England in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was transformed by a burgeoning market-based economy, growth in foreign exploration and trade, and the centralization of government under Henry VIII and his successors.  As a result of such changes, the concept of nation or nationality became increasingly important in this period as writers of drama, prose, and poetry grappled with the problem of how to define and represent the specific components of Englishness.  Write an essay in which you discuss how texts from three out of the following four genres (drama, lyric poetry, epic poetry, prose) define what it means to be English.  

27. The advent of Renaissance humanism brought with it a revitalized attention to educational models of various sorts, both classical and vernacular.  Choosing at least four texts representing at least three different genres, discuss education as a recurring theme in early modern literature.  Feel free to think about “education” in broad terms (i.e. you need not focus exclusively or even primarily on formal schooling), but be sure to define clearly how you are using the category in your answer.     

28. Imagine that you have been assigned to teach a unit on the development of the sonnet in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries as part of a survey course in early British literature.  Referring to the work of at least five sonneteers that you find representative and focusing especially on formal issues, discuss how you would present this material to undergraduates.  What important changes do you see in the sonnet during this period?  What cultural contexts would be most helpful for teaching these texts?  What themes or topics would be most significant to your pedagogical approach to these texts (and why)?  
29. How did the early modern stage define tragedy?  Choosing four plays by different authors (one of which must be Shakespeare), discuss how the tragic mode took shape in late-sixteenth and seventeenth century England.  You might consider such issues as sub-genres of tragedy, classical models, thematic interests, social and historical contexts, and/or staging conventions.
30. In a landmark 1997 essay, Maureen Quilligan lamented the “ghettoization” of early modern women writers in contemporary criticism, deriding the tendency to discuss women writers in isolation from their male counterparts.  In more recent years, however, scholars have begun to explore more fully the ways in which women authors were inextricably linked to various literary and social contexts, including the work of their male contemporaries.   Write an essay in which you discuss the work of at least two women writers in the context of the work of at least two male authors from the period.  You might consider such issues as genre, thematic interests, literary modes and trends, social and historical contexts, and/or style and rhetoric.

