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AIM(S) 
 

 To enable students to demonstrate a detailed and critical understanding of epic in the 
late sixteenth and seventeenth century and issues surrounding the definition of epic 
as a genre and of the heroic mode and its engagement with philosophy and religion, 
by the use of appropriate theoretical methods and concepts. 

 
LEARNING OUTCOMES 
 
Upon the successful completion of this module, the student should be able to demonstrate: 

 

 a detailed knowledge and understanding of Renaissance or early modern exemplars 
of the heroic mode and epic genre; 

 

 the ability to display an independent critical assessment of secondary literature, 
including a range of history and literary criticism and theory; 

 

 a critically and historically informed understanding of the production, publication, 
circulation and reception of literary texts from specifically book-historical, 
bibliographical and literary-critical perspectives; 
 

 the ability to show an advanced and sustained awareness and appreciation of the 
cultural and historical nature and importance of the literary response to philosophical 
and religious ideas and its contribution to their development in sixteenth and 
seventeenth- century culture. 

 
INDICATIVE CONTENT 
 

 This module involves detailed and sustained study of two epic poems – Edmund Spenser’s 
The Faerie Queene and John Milton’s Paradise Lost – and it considers their place in the 
development of the genre of epic and its imaginative re-creation in the Renaissance or 
early modern period. Students will analyse these texts in terms of various ancient, 
Renaissance, early modern and modern criteria for defining the ‘epic kind’ of literature and, 
as appropriate, the modes or genres of allegory, romance, and more broadly narrative 
fiction. Students will also be encouraged to employ a wide range of interpretative skills in 
the analysis of ways in which works in the genre of epic, and these works in particular, 
engage with philosophical, moral, religious, and theological ideas and practices, discursive 
or material. Other earlier or contemporaneous literary texts (or extracts of texts) will be 
read for purposes of comparison and elucidation, including other poetic and prose works 
by Spenser and Milton. Students will consider the place and functions of epic narrative 
within society, the ways in which literary writings are affected by changing political, social 
and economic factors and are embedded in, even while they critique, the discursive and 
material practices and ideologies of their culture, and the relevance of poetic influence, 
critical groupings, coteries and literary circles for our understanding of these and other 



works of early modern poetry. An appreciation of the importance of the material 
transmission of texts, their production, publication and circulation will be enabled through 
the consultation of early printed books in the Roderic Bowen Library and Archives. 

 
LEARNING AND TEACHING STRATEGY 
 
Tutorials and seminars are used to support the discussion and critical evaluation of what 
has been learned, normally in a smaller group size than a lecture.  
 
Guided independent study allows students to further their independent learning skills with 
appropriate support provided by the module tutor(s) (e.g. preparation for lectures and 
seminars, follow-up work, background reading, revision, completion of assessment tasks). 
 

The allocation of teaching to deliver the module is: 
 

Activity type Hours Percentage 

Scheduled learning 20 10% 

Independent learning 180 90% 

Placement learning   

TOTAL 200 100% 

 
ASSESSMENT 
 
Assessment Component 1 – 30% 
 
1500 word assignment 
 
Exemplar: The topic of the assignment is chosen by the student in consultation with the 
module tutor but must be related to the content of the module and have a bibliographical or 
book-historical dimension which involves consultation of early printed books in the holding of 
the Roderic Bowen Library and Archives and/or digitised and made available through Early 
English Books Online or other internet resources. E.G. ‘Examine the bibliographical and 
historical significance for the copy of Thomas Newton’s 1749 edition of John Milton’s 
Paradise Lost: A Poem in Twelve Books, held by the ‘Roderic Bowen Library and Archives.’ 
 
Assessment Component 2 – 70% 
 
4000 word assignment 
 
Exemplar: The topic of the second assignment is chosen by the student in consultation with 
the module tutor but must be related to the content of the module. E.G. ‘Critically analyse 
Spenser’s The Faerie Queene in relation to Renaissance theory of poetry.  You should pay 
particular attention to the importance of Cicero’s “affective triad”, the status of epic in 
renaissance Italian hierarchies of genre, and Sidney’s description of the poet’s role as “that 
fayning notable images of vertues, vices, or what else, with that delightfull teaching.”’ 
 
Assessment Summary 

 
 
 
 
 
 

EDUCATION FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT (ESD) 

Activity type Percentage 

Written exam  

Coursework 100% 

Practical  

TOTAL 100% 



 

Does the module contribute to ESD? 
Yes 

 

If yes please provide brief details (no more than 100 words): 
 
This module is designed in line with 2 of the 5 pedagogic approaches to sustainable 
development identified by UNIESCO: 
 
• Critical and Creative thinking  
Critical and creative thinking enables people to explore new ways of thinking and acting, 
make informed decisions, and create alternatives to present choices. It involves 
reflecting on how people interrelate with one other, understanding cultural differences 
and creating alternative ways to live together. 
 
• Systemic thinking  
Thinking systemically is essential to sustainable development, as piecemeal approaches 
have proved not to work - instead resolving one issue while creating other problems. 
Sustainable development requires approaches which go beyond analysis in terms of 
‘problem-solving’ and/or ‘cause-effect’. 
 

 
BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 
Essential 
Milton, J. Paradise Lost, London: Longman, 2006. 
Spenser, E. The  Faerie Queene, London: Longman, 2007.  
 
Recommended 
Alexander, G. Sidney’s ‘Defence of Poesy’ and Selected Renaissance Literary Criticism, 
Harmondsworrh: Penguin, 2004. 
Belsey, C. John Milton: Language, Gender, Power, Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1988. 
Blessington, F.C. Paradise Lost and the Classical Epic, London: Routledge, 1979. 
Borris, K. Allegory and Epic in English Renaissance Literature, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000. 
Cheney, P. and Silberman, L. eds. Worldmaking Spenser: Explorations in the Early Modern 
Age, Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2000. 
Corns, T. N. A Companion to Milton, Oxford: Blackwell, 2001. 
Danielson, D. The Cambridge Companion to Milton, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1999. 
Dobranski, S. B. and  Rumrich, J. eds. Milton and Heresy, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1998. 
Evans, J. ed. John Milton: Twentieth-Century Perspectives, London: Routledge, 2003. 
Finkelstein, D. and McCleery, A. eds. The Book History Reader, London and New York: 
Routledge, 2006. 
Fleming, J. D. Milton’s Secrecy and Philosophical Hermeneutics, Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008. 
Greenblatt, S. Renaissance Self-Fashioning: From More to Shakespeare, Chicago & 
London: University of Chicago Press, 1980. 
Gregerson, L. The Reformation of the Subject: Spenser, Milton, and the English Protestant 
Epic, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995. 
Hadfield, A. ed. The Cambridge Companion to Spenser, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2001. 
Lim, W.S.H. John Milton, Radical Politics, and Biblical Republicanism, Delaware: University 
of Delaware Press / Associated University Presses, 2006. 
Miller, D. L. The Poem’s Two Bodies: The Poetics of the 1590 ‘Faerie Queene’, Princeton 
N.J: Princeton University Press, 1988. 



Nohrnberg, J. The Analogy of ‘The Faerie Queene’ , Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 1976. 
Rivers, I. Classical and Christian Ideas in English Renaissance Poetry, London: Routledge, 
1993. 
Rogers, J., The Matter of Revolution: Science, Poetry, and Politics in the Age of Milton, 
Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1996. 
Saunders, C.J. A Companion to Romance: From Classical to Contemporary, Oxford: 
Blackwell, 2004. 
Vickers, B. English Renaissance Literary Criticism, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1999. 
Webber, J. Milton and His Epic Tradition, Washington: University of Washington Press, 
1979. 
Wynne-Davies, M. Sidney to Milton, 1580-1660, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003. 
 


