ENGLISH 303: CLASSICAL BACKGROUNDS
“Italian Texts and the English Tradition”

Professor Mark Lussier

(www.public.asu.edu/~idmsl)

I. Course Description

Across the complicated landscape of English literary history (from Chaucer to Byron and beyond), Italy as geophysical place has provided a space for the confluence of Italian thought and English practice (the “place” Shelley called the “paradise of exiles”). This course explores the relationship of power and knowledge in Renaissance thought within several disciplines and through several aesthetic forms (including science, art, poetry, and drama). As well, the course analyzes how these Italian methods and modes are integrated with English aesthetic concerns. Since the competing claims of knowledge and power exist across all disciplinary and generic boundaries, this “politics” will function as a steady state of concern for the class, with excerpts from Michel Foucault’s The Order of Things used to contextualize their linguistic play. Broadly, the course will be organized into three segments: 1) Science and/as Order; 2) Renaissance Thought/Renaissance Man, and 3) History and Patriarchy.

The first segment of the course maps the influence Renaissance scientific thought generally and Galileo’s heliocentric model specifically through a wide range of subsequent literary works (e.g. Miltonic epic). In order to provide a concrete sense of Renaissance science, students will tour Florence’s impressive Museum of Science, which holds a number of the most famous objects in the history of science (including most material artifacts relating to Galileo’s experiments and experiences). The circumstances surrounding Galileo—forced retraction and house arrest—confirm that Renaissance knowledge is bound up with notions of Renaissance power. Indeed, this is precisely the concern appraised in Bertold Brecht’s Galileo, which is the last work read for this segment of the course.

Cognizant of this play, the second segment of the course explores the manifestation of power and knowledge in works of Michelangelo and Dante as these “influence” the English poet and painter William Blake. Blake claims to paint in the style of Michelangelo and Rafael, and this claim will be examined during a visit to the Casa Buonarroti (the house of Michelangelo). The standard provided by these painters will be explored through Royal Academy President Sir Joshua Reynolds’ Discourses on Art and Blake’s hostile annotations to those discourses. Blake also produced a series of watercolor designs and engravings for Dante’s Divine Comedy, which seem to embody his interpretation of Michelangelo and Rafael preferences for strong lines and curvilinear pictorial construction. Dante’s own textual materials--as well as the historical circumstances surrounding his “exile”--will be examined, and students will be provided the opportunity to visit Casa Dante (the house of Dante).

The final segment of the course takes up the issue of power/knowledge through Machiavelli’s The Prince and Percy Shelley’s historical drama The Cenci. Machiavelli’s small text anatomizes the efficient production and deployment of power and has exerted enormous influence on political thought and practice. Actually, Machiavelli’s discussion of the theory and practice of power is an apt vehicle through which to examine the interlocked familial, social, political, and religious authority at the core of Shelley’s tragedy of Beatrice Cenci. Count Cenci and the power structure reinforce one another, which arguably ‘writes’ the nature of the daughter’s tragedy in history itself.

II. Course Materials


A. Books (Available in Florence at the Paperback Exchange)

1.
Brecht, The Life of Galileo 

2. Foucault, The Order of Things 

3.
Galileo, Discoveries and Opinions
4. Machiavelli, The Prince
5. Plumb, The Italian Renaissance
6. Reynolds, Discourses on Art
7. Shelley, The Cenci
B. Additional Readings (Course Packet)

1. Blake, selected letters, poetry and prose

2. Dante, select letters and cantos from The Divine Comedy
3. Milton, selected Books from Paradise Lost
III. Course Requirements


This course satisfies the “Humanities and Fine Arts” requirement included in General Studies core curriculum, as well as satisfying major requirements. Since class meets for almost two hours daily, attendance is imperative for success in the course. Quite often, a considerable amount of material to be covered on examinations actually emerges during class discussions (e.g. specific pages) or while on tour (e.g. The Museum of Science or the Casa Buonarroti). Students will take a midterm and final examination for the course, and these examinations are intended to help synthesize the texts read and the concerns expressed. Each examination will contain matching, identification, and essay sections, thereby moving from primarily objective to primarily subjective measures. Students are also required to maintain a journal for the duration of class, and these journals will be used during class in several ways: as notebook, as reading journal, as space for writing/critical thinking exercises. The grade scale is customary (A = 100-90; B = 89-80, etc.), and the grade will be calculated as follows:


Midterm




 40 %


Final





 40 %


Reading Journal



 10 %


Participation/Attendance


 10%

