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Renaissance Fare: Literature, Food, and Bodies in Early Modern England (Spring 2012)  

 

COURSE DESCRIPTION:  

Is a blackberry simply a blackberry, or do our (or Shakespeare’s) beliefs about blackberries have 

bearing on their material reality? If you truly believed that cantaloupe could make you gravely ill 

– even kill you – might it actually do so? In this class, we will study major poetic and dramatic 

texts by authors such as Spenser, Marlowe, Shakespeare, and Milton alongside early modern 

“dietaries,” books that collected recipes, remedies, and conventional wisdom about food, in order 

to better understand the food that appears in the literature of this period. We will investigate the 

social, medical, and moral dynamics of food consumption in popular texts that would have had 

great power to affect and reflect common understandings of how bodies were constituted through 

eating and drinking. We will examine the depiction of both male and female bodies, the language 

surrounding the visual performance of eating, the presence of corpulent and emaciated bodies, 

and the ways in which early modern audiences may have “read” and understood the presence of 

food in literature. In doing so, we will become familiar with the “renaissance fare” of early 

modern English literature.  

 

POSSIBLE TEXTS:  

Dietaries:  Tobias Venner’s Via Recta ad Vitam Longam 

Gervase Markham’s The English Housewife 

Thomas Dawson’s The Good Housewife’s Jewell 

 

(I will likely order an inexpensive printed version of one of these and download excerpts from 

the rest from Early English Books Online.)  

 

Literature:  Spenser’s The Faerie Queene (selections) 

Marlowe’s The Tragical History of Dr. Faustus 

Jonson’s Bartholomew Fair 

Middleton’s A Chaste Maid in Cheapside 

Shakespeare’s 1 Henry IV  

Anonymous’s A Woman Killed with Kindness  

Milton’s Paradise Lost (selections) 

 

(I realize this is probably too many early modern texts for a 200-level course; I’ll choose either 

Jonson or Middleton to dispense depending on the selections I choose from the dietaries above.)  

 

EVALUATION will consist of daily work, two small research presentations about food in the 

literature we’re reading, a short paper, and a (longer) final paper.  
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