
English ### 
Versions of History in Early Modern England 

Kathryn Will  Office # 
 

Room #                  Email address  
Class meeting days/times        Office hours 

  
Course Description & Goals 

 
Drama and other artistic and literary forms have long provided audiences with tools for learning, 
remembering, and interpreting history. This class will familiarize students with the multitude of 
historical narratives available in early modern England: prose chronicles, poetry, narrative histories, 
religious treatises, and written and performed plays. Encounters with the past were frequent—even 
necessary—in 16th and 17th century England, and various forms of historical narrative served the 
aims of many different populations. While many literature courses use historical documents as 
“sources”—essentially as background for reading canonical literary texts—this course will treat 
historical texts as we do literature. Reading assignments are designed to illustrate how written 
histories are political, contestable texts open to a variety of interpretations. Additionally, we will read 
literary accounts based on real historical events. Juxtaposing traditionally “historical” and “literary” 
texts will lead us to insights about what purposes written histories served in early modern English 
culture, especially when they were loose with the truth.  

In order to add nuance to our discussions, we will read work by literary and cultural theorists 
alongside each of our early modern English sources. Each week’s reading assignment will include 
work by a different literary or cultural critic, and you will become comfortable reading texts through 
a variety of lenses. The course Wiki, Copia, will be an important resource in working through these 
lenses: you will be responsible for contributing material to the Wiki in order to enhance your own 
and your classmates’ understanding of this demanding material. Grades will be based on 
participation, Wiki activity, short writing assignments of increasing complexity, a presentation, a film 
analysis, and a final paper. By the end of the course, you’ll be familiar with a range of common 
historical approaches to early modern literature, along with their theoretical vocabularies. You’ll read 
canonical as well as less familiar texts alongside modern critical scholarship, and you’ll increase your 
fluency with the close reading and critical analysis required within the English Literature major. 
 

Required Texts 

Books can be purchased through an online bookseller (Abebooks.com, Half.com, Amazon.com) or 
at [location]. Required texts for the course are:  

• William Shakespeare,  King Henry V (New Cambridge, ed. Gurr)  
• Christopher Marlowe, The Complete Plays (Penguin, ed. Burnett)  
• Thomas Middleton, The Roaring Girl (Norton, ed. Panek) 
• Thomas More, Utopia (Bedford, ed. Sacks) 
• Anonymous (& Shakespeare?), Arden of Faversham (New Mermaids, ed. White & Lockwood) 

 
Excerpts and shorter readings are compiled in a coursepack available at [location] for [price].  
 



A notebook for in-class writing and your own notes should be brought to each class.  
 Note: Reading from your laptop during class isn’t permitted, but I may ask you to bring it to 
 class for a particular day’s activity.  

I will periodically post supplementary material on Copia, the class Wiki. I will always alert you if it’s 
required reading.  

Course Guidelines 

Reading  

Since this is an English literature course, you should expect to do a substantial amount of reading 
throughout the term. Please come to class having thoroughly read ALL of the assigned reading for 
that day. A productive discussion depends on your preparation; you need to actively engage with 
each text—not just so you can express your own ideas, but so you can respond to others’ thoughts, 
as well. Moreover, the course requires careful reading, not just skimming: for most people, early 
modern literature and criticism are slow going. It’s often helpful to take notes in the margins of your 
text to prepare for discussions.  

Part i c ipat ion   

Your regular attendance and participation are vital to the course’s success, so please come to class 
alert, active, and ready to engage. I look forward to our discussions, and I expect everyone to offer 
their thoughts, ideas, and questions. This doesn’t mean you need to wax eloquent or provide the 
“key” or “answer” to any given text. This course is focused on the plethora of historical 
interpretations in early modern England, and each text will generate various responses. Strive for 
well-supported arguments rather than right answers. In that spirit, please be respectful of each 
other’s contributions. The class will be most interesting and productive if we maintain an open and 
comfortable atmosphere.   
 
A note about office hours: Please take advantage of them!  If you’re uncomfortable speaking in 
class, talking with me one-on-one is a great way to show your engagement and help your 
participation grade. I’m happy to speak with you about paper ideas, drafts, my comments on your 
writing, and any questions or concerns. If you have a quick question, feel free to talk with me before 
or after class, or send it by e-mail [address], but please save longer questions for office meetings. 

Course Wiki 

You are expected to maintain an active presence on Copia, the class Wiki. I will periodically check to 
see who actively engages with the contents of the site beyond the required postings, and I will assign 
a grade at the end of the term that reflects your level of input. (See more details below under 
“Written Work.”)  

Attendance   

Excused absences are given at my discretion and should be discussed in advance. Of course, certain 
circumstances (i.e. family emergencies) call for flexibility, so please talk to me as soon as possible if 



such a situation arises. You are allowed two unexcused absences before they begin to affect your 
grade; after two, each unexcused absence will lower your final class grade by 1/3 of a grade (i.e. 4 
total unexcused absences = 2 dropped grades = an A- becomes a B). Timeliness counts, too: class 
begins promptly at [time], and tardiness will affect your grade (2 late arrivals = 1 unexcused 
absence).  

Written work   

This is an advanced literature seminar, so you will be writing a series of increasingly sophisticated 
interpretive responses to our readings. You’ll spend time writing both inside and outside class so you 
can engage more deeply with the texts we read; the writing you do is meant to expand and facilitate 
your critical reading skills. By posting your writing to the class Wiki, you’ll collectively produce a 
compendium that explicates and synthesizes the texts you’ve read.  

Interpretations  

You’ll write six short (2 page) papers—called interpretations—over the course of the term. These 
will include close readings, comparisons of class texts, and an analysis of a film viewed outside of 
class (see options at end of syllabus). Each interpretation must be posted on Copia by [time] 
every [day of week]. You’ll also respond to one other person’s interpretation each week; these 
responses must be posted to the original thread. If you need assistance using the class Wiki, go 
to [course webpage] and find the document “Using the Copia Wiki” under [page].  

Terms & Concepts  

Each week, 2-3 of you will be responsible for posting a list of definitions for key theoretical 
terms and concepts to Copia on [day before class meets]. All students should read these 
definitions before the seminar meets, and following each class, you may decide to add to, emend, 
adapt, or clarify the original definitions. I will consider the thoughtfulness and specificity of your 
term/concept posts when I determine your Wiki Activity grade.  

Final interpretation paper  

Your final paper will be a comparison of two historical narratives using a theoretical lens of your 
choosing. You will choose from among the primary texts you’ve read in class, but your 
theoretical framework may come from elsewhere (though if you go this route, please run it by 
me first). Your argument must be an original synthesis, although it may build on the 
interpretations you’ve already written.   

Presentat ions  

You will be responsible for one in-class presentation during the term. In pairs, you’ll analyze a 
modern-day account of a historical event we’ve discussed in class. These accounts may appear in any 
media (e.g. TV, radio, film, performance, comic); they may be news, opinion, fictionalized, or a 
combination of the above. Together, you will create an 8-minute analysis of this account and present 
it to your classmates.  I strongly encourage you to meet with me before your presentation to discuss 
your plans. 



Writing ass is tance  

[Location] is a fantastic resource that offers writing help via walk-in or appointment. You don’t need 
a final product: the Center will help you with any stage of the writing process. Contact the center for 
details: [location], [phone #], [website].   

Accommodations   

I am happy to provide accommodations to students with documented learning disabilities and will 
protect your privacy. Please e-mail me or see me within the first two weeks of the term if you’d like 
to schedule an appointment to talk about any accommodations you’ll need.  

Grades   

Your grade for this class will be calculated based on the following percentages.  

Class participation      10  
Wiki activity                10 
History presentation   10  
Interpretation  1            5  
  2            5 
  3          10  
  4          10  
  5          10 
  6          10  
Film analysis                  5    
Final paper                   15  

Reading Schedule 

Week 1: New Historicism  

Class 1 
Welcome to the course & introduction to historical theory 
In class, read Simon Grynaeus, “A Preface of Simon Grineus to the Reader, as concerning the profite of readyng 
Hystoryes”; excerpt from Philip Sidney, “In Defense of Poesy”  
 
Class 2  
HAVE READ: Howard, “The New Historicism in Renaissance Studies”  
DUE: Interpretation #1 – compare Sidney & Grynaeus  

Week 2: Tudor Myth 

Class 3  
HAVE READ: William Shakespeare, Henry V  



Class 4 
HAVE READ: Excerpt from Holinshed’s Chronicles; excerpt from Tillyard, Shakespeare’s History Plays 
DUE: Interpretation #2 – close reading 

Week 3:  Religion & Reformation  

Class 5 
HAVE READ: Excerpt from Foxe, Actes & Monuments; excerpt from Duffy, The Stripping of the 
Altars 
DUE: Interpretation #3 – rhetorical analysis of A&M 

Class 6 
HAVE READ: Marlowe, The Massacre at Paris 

Week 4: Book History & Print Culture 

Class 7 
HAVE READ: Finkelstein & McCleery, “Theorizing the History of the Book”; Knight, “‘Furnished 
for Action’” 

Class 8 
Trip to rare books room in Special Collections & Archives to view 1563 copy of Foxe’s A&M and 
1766 copy of 20 Shakespeare plays (Steevens) 

Week 5: Feminist Histories  

Class 9 
HAVE READ: Middleton & Dekker, The Roaring Girl; excerpts from Nathaniel Field, Amends for 
Ladies; Anonymous, The Womans Champion; or The Strange Wonder Being a true Relation of the mad Pranks, 
merry Conceits, Politick Figaries, and most unheard of Stratagems of Mrs. Mary Frith, commonly called Mall 
Cutpurse; Anonymous, The Life and Death of Mrs. Mary Frith. Commonly Called Mal Cutpurse.  

Class 10 
HAVE READ: Howard, “Cross-Dressing, the Theater, and Gender Struggle in Early Modern 
England” 
DUE: Interpretation #4 – description of critical stance 

Week 6: Queering the Renaissance  

Class 11 
HAVE READ: Excerpts from Cary, The History of the Life, Reign, & Death of Edward II; Christopher 
Marlowe, The Troublesome Reign and Lamentable Death of Edward the Second, King of England 

Class 12 
HAVE READ: Bray, “Homosexuality and the Signs of Male Friendship in Elizabethan England”  

Week 7: Performing History  



Class 13 
HAVE WATCHED: Evening film screening of Edward II (Jarman, 1991) 
DUE: Interpretation #5 – film response  

Class 14 
HAVE READ: Carlson, “What is Performance?”; Cardullo, “‘Outing’ Edward, Outfitting Marlowe: 
Derek Jarman’s Film of Edward II” 

Week 8: Fictionalizing History 

Class 15 
HAVE READ: Anonymous, Arden of Faversham; excerpts from Holinshed’s Chronicle 

Class 16 
HAVE READ: Excerpts from Thomas Nashe, The Unfortunate Traveller  
DUE: Interpretation #6 – proposal for final paper 

Week 9: Shakespeare Biography as History 

Class 17 
HAVE READ: Selection of Shakespeare’s sonnets; Foucault, “What is an Author?”; Garber, 
“Second-Best Bed” 

Class 18 
Wrap-up discussion: What has historicism done for you?  

Exam Week 
 
Final paper due 

By [weekday] at [time], post your paper draft to [course website].  

Have a great break! 

FILM OPTIONS 

King Lear (Nunn, 2008; Brook, 1971); Ran (Kurosawa, 1985) 

Throne of Blood [Macbeth] (Kurosawa, 1957)  

Any movie in the Hollow Crown series (BBC – Goold, Eyre, Sharrock, 2012) 

Richard II (BBC – Giles, 1978) 

The First, Second, or Third Part of Henry IV (BBC – Giles, 1979) 

Henry V (Branagh, 1989; Olivier, 1944)  



The First, Second, or Third Part of King Henry VI (BBC – Howell, 1983) 

Richard III (Loncraine, 1995; Olivier, 1955) 

 

 


