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Seventeenth-Century Literature: Unities and Dualities
Introduction

The following is a synopsis of the course syllabus or content, its rationale, and how it aims to encourage research in the areas of the topics of the course.

The module begins around 1630 and ends with the publication of Milton’s twelve–book Paradise Lost in 1674, providing students with the opportunity to study some of the wide variety of literary (and some non-literary) texts produced in the mid-seventeenth century, typically including prose treatises, love lyrics, pastoral and religious lyric poetry, odes and elegies, dialogue poems and epic. The authors studied are John Milton (1608-1674), Thomas Carew (1595-1640), Andrew Marvell (1621-1678), Henry Vaughan (1621-1695), Katherine Philips (1632-1664), and Thomas Traherne (1636-1674).
While studying the more clearly identifiable distinguishing characteristics of epic as a class or genre of literature, the course examines questions of the “lyric” as a literary mode, kind, or genre. Lyric includes the sonnet, the epigram, the elegy, the ode, and psalm translation, and ranges in the seventeenth century from the pungent concentration of thought and sinewy strength of so-called metaphysical poetry to the polished classical lyrics of the Stuart court. Research thereby returns us to a question (what is lyric poetry?) that is basic to the discipline, the answer to which might have seemed self-evident, only to discover the need to re-examine the evidence. While studying work by Marvell and Milton, who rank among the period’s most accomplished exponents of lyric poetry, the course also introduces other lyric poets, such as Carew whose estimation was high among his contemporaries but whose reputation subsequently declined. The course thereby encourages critical revaluation of the reception of literature and the effect of the canon. 
The syllabus is arranged by author, according to literary and historical development, with an eye on the cultivation of coteries and literary circles, and it encourages students to examine the critical usefulness of interpreting influence in terms of the so-called “Metaphysical Poets” and the “Tribe of Ben [Jonson]”. This critical examination includes the influence, particularly of the lyric poetry of Jonson and Spenser, on Milton’s lyric and epic verse, and the module devotes a significant portion of time to perhaps the most aesthetically, intellectually, and stylistically sophisticated and accomplished literary achievement of the period and the finest example of the epic genre – John Milton’s Paradise Lost. 
In the study of texts, sustained critical attention will be paid to the role of the following: language and meaning; literary genres and conventions; formal qualities such as metre, the stanza, rhyme schemes and blank verse; style and the nature of literary influence; rhetoric and argument (dialectic, logic), particularly the role of oppositions and dichotomies, unities and dualities; the circulation of texts in manuscript and print publication; literary circles, coteries, and poetic friendships; editing, critical evaluation, and the critical grouping of writers.

The critical interpretation and historical contextualisation of seventeenth-century literature will involve detailed examination of its relation to (and production of) discourses of subjectivity and otherness, art and nature, body and soul, love and conflict. Examination of each of these pairs of concepts yields other, related concepts, so, for example, the concept of subjectivity leads to concepts of identity and the distinction between the private and the public, as well as the expressive and often dramatic ways in which the narratorial or speaking voice is presented, and the self-construction of authors within their works; the relationship between the body and the soul leads to discourses of erotic and divine love, reason and passion, and concepts of married and religious life. Literary discourse will also be found to represent the created order, and concepts of divinity and humanity, while also producing tropes or understandings of the present and the (classical, historical, biblical and literary) past. Literary texts will also be found registering the intellectual ferment of the Renaissance and the so-called “Scientific Revolution”, the controversies of the Reformation, and the often adversarial commitments demanded by the Civil War, with its conflicts of political and religious belief and ideology, between Royalists and Republicans, Puritans and High-Church Anglicans. Many topics traced in lyric poetry and prose tracts of the period find fuller development in what is arguably the period’s chief of all literary forms due to its catholicity of range – the epic. The module aims thereby to explore the multiplicity of connections between lyric genres, prose and epic in the period.
As the course proceeds, students are encouraged to research these core, particular, and subsidiary topics (referred to above and listed in connection with each lecture in the Course Outline and Timetable on Moodle). This aims to facilitate the achievement of deep learning through the organization of knowledge into patterns around core topics that facilitate the recognition and interpretation of meaningful patterns of information in related contexts. This can involve comparative analysis of individual literary texts with each other (lyric poems with other lyric poems or with an epic poem) and with contemporary non-literary works. At least some of the topics may be regarded as “threshold concepts” that enable breakthroughs of understanding and open the door to further and advanced study of Renaissance literature, its various contexts, and the variety of critical, scholarly and theoretical approaches to it. Besides the topics referred to above, others include lyric and epic poetry’s relation to music; theory of metaphor and the “conceit”; poetic notions of wit; and the analogy of the microcosm and macrocosm.
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