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Envisioning the Renaissance Paper 1 Prompts

Choose one of the following prompts as the basis for a 3-5 page paper.   Alternately, you may write on a topic of your own design, but if you choose to do so please run it by me first, either by e-mail or in office hours.  The paper will be due Monday, October 27th in class.  Whatever topic you decide on, your paper should focus on one of the works, either literary or visual, that we will have discussed in the first four weeks of the course.  You certainly may refer to more than one work if you find it is helpful in making some key points in your argument, but you are not required to address more than one, and in a paper of this brief length you may find it helpful to keep focused on one particular work as the main part of your argument.  These prompts are designed to provide some broad topics and questions in order to help start you on the way to framing an argument about the work you choose to address.  You should aim to build a clear and cohesive argument about what is going on in a particular aspect of this work, and to use specific details from your reading or observation of that work in order to back up this argument and analysis.  Do not simply recreate the discussions we have had in class.  If you do want to address a work or passage that was discussed extensively in lecture or discussion, then you should be bringing in some additional thoughts of your own that were not thoroughly covered in class.  
1.  Land and gardens:
 We’ve discussed several works that deal with land, gardens and the natural world in significant ways.  For example, in Richard II John of Gaunt refers to England as “This other Eden, demi paradise” (RII 2.1) while act 3, scene 4 gives an extended comparison of tending a garden and tending a nation.  Similarly, many of Queen Elizabeth’s portraits employ images of flora and fauna to enhance her connection to the land of England. Both the pieces from Spenser that we are reading are set in gardens (you may think of other instances of natural imagery in the sonnets, miniatures, or emblems we’ve discussed as well).  Think about the role played by gardens or land related imagery in one of the works we’ve looked at thus far.  What does the land or the garden represent in the image, poem, or passage you chose to look at?   What is the attitude toward this land or garden space?  How might the land relate to certain key themes in the work, such as nationality, the position of the monarch, social relationships, gender, power, love, or art?  (You are certainly not expected to address all of these, or to feel confined to this list.  They are merely a few key terms to provoke thought).  
2. Portraits:
Many of the works we have been discussing provide a portrait or representation of a particular person.  Choose one portrait—either a literal painted portrait or a verbal description or “portrait”—of a person from one of the works we’ve discussed thus far.  Suggestions include, but are not limited to, a portrait of Elizabeth I, a miniature painting we’ve looked at, the description of the beloved in a sonnet, Richard II’s description of himself when looking in the mirror etc.  You may also be creative if you wish, and consider the depiction of a symbolic person, such as one of those depicted in the emblems, a portrait.  Just be sure you have something to say about the depiction of such a symbolic personage beyond simply pointing out what they represent.  Pay close attention the details of how the person in your portrait is described or depicted: their dress, the way their body is positioned or imagined, the symbolic images closely associated with them.  If you are looking at a painting think about how the artistic style and possibly the materials used contributes to the portrait.  In a verbal portrait consider closely the descriptive language being used.  Think about who is being represented in that portrait, but also about what they represent.  Is the social class or political position of the person important?  Is this a portrait of a public or private figure?  A mixture of both?  To what degree is this intended to portray an individual and to what degree is it intended to represent something other than the individual?  In some cases, is this meant to be a real person at all, or primarily a symbol?  What role does the body play in the portrait?  Is it an object of desire?  A symbol of power?  Something else?   Does the gender of the subject play an important role in the portrait?  What can this representation reveal about attitudes  toward the person depicted, and what might it reveal about the period  in which it was produced and the attitudes or beliefs of the people in that period?  Again, you do not need to address all this list of questions (indeed, some may not be fully applicable to the portrait you choose) or confine yourself to them.  They are intended to give you some food for thought.  
3. Artifice:

The words art and artifice both had a wide variety of meanings in the Renaissance period.  On the one hand art could have the same meaning it does today of either a craft or skill, or of an object produced by the skill of a craftsman or artist.  Similarly the term artifice referred to the act of making or creating something, or more generally to any kind of skill or talent.  At the same time, both art and artifice were related to the artificial, which could again simply be something man made, but could also be artificial in the sense of being phony.  Art and artifice could thus refer to a person who was scheming, crafty, or disingenuous and not to be trusted.  Consider the role of art and/or artifice in a visual work or a passage from one of the literary works we’ve discussed.  You’ll want to both analyze what the work you look at is saying about the subject of art and artifice, and analyze in some detail how the work itself is composed or structured in an artful way.  Is the work trying to draw attention to its own artfulness or is it trying to create an illusion of being “natural” or genuine in some way.  Is the work or passage you are looking at trying to critique some kind of social artifice?  Perhaps it refers to court politics, or to deception in a romantic relationship?  Or, is it primarily addressing questions about the creation of art, either literary or visual?  If so, what statement is the work trying to make about the creation of art?  Is it something that can outlast the “gilded monuments of powerful princes,” as Shakespeare suggests in sonnet 55, or is the creation of art potentially problematic or deceptive in the same way that social artifice can be?  You may also want to think about the topic of artifice broadly in relation to questions and themes of power, gender, courtship, patronage, hierarchy etc., but if you do consider such broad themes, you’ll want to be sure to refer to them within the context of a specific and precise argument within the paper  itself.  
