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HISTORY 224 – THE RENAISSANCE 
MAIN COLLEGE BUILDING C308 

TF 11:00-12:20 
 

Instructor: Dr. Kavita Finn 
Office Hours: TF 12:30-2:00 PM in Main College Building C-319 
Contact Information: The best way to reach me is by email at kavita.finn@simmons.edu. 
 
This course will focus on women and power in Renaissance Europe. We will be looking at 
several countries (Italy, France, Burgundy, Spain, and England), with an eye to both the 
sweeping political changes that allowed women to exercise power and the cultural paradigms 
that simultaneously extended and contained that power. This class will include readings from 
both secondary historical studies and primary material, and a substantial visual art 
component that will require one or more visits to the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum 
and/or the Museum of Fine Arts. Assignments will include two response papers, a film 
review, a virtual art exhibition project, a take-home final exam, and class participation. 
 
Required Texts 
Jansen, Sharon L. The Monstrous Regiment of Women: Female Rulers in Early Modern Europe. New  

York: Palgrave, 2002. ISBN 978-0-230-62119-0. 
Martines, Lauro. Power and Imagination: City-States in Renaissance Italy. New York: Knopf, 1979.  

ISBN 978-0-394-50112-3. 
Alternate ISBN for 1988 paperback ed.: 978-0-801-83643-5 

Machiavelli, Niccolò, The Prince. Trans. Robert M. Adams. New York: W.W. Norton, 1992.  
ISBN 978-0-393-96220-8. 

More, Thomas. The History of King Richard III: A Reading Edition, ed. George M. Logan.  
Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2005. ISBN 978-0-253-21799-8. 

 
Recommended Texts 
Brigden, Susan. New Worlds, Lost Worlds: The Rule of the Tudors, 1485-1603. New York:  

Penguin, 2000. ISBN 978-0-142-00125-7. 
 
NOTE: Both editions of Martines’ Power and Imagination are acceptable. All books are widely 
available in both new and used editions if you prefer to purchase your books online. There 
are other editions of More and Machiavelli available, but I recommend the two listed above. 
We will be using supplemental material in both. All other readings will be on Moodle. 
 
************************************************************************************ 
 
General Course Policies 
 
Attendance and Assignments 
We are covering a lot of material in this course so it is extremely important that all students 
attend all classes. If you have a legitimate reason for missing class, get in touch with me at least 
24 hours in advance and I will try my best to accommodate you. That being said, sometimes life 
happens, and as such, you are permitted two unexcused absences and three excused. For 
every additional absence, 5% will be deducted from your final grade. 
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This class has a heavy reading load and you are expected to complete all of the reading by 
the assigned date, so plan accordingly. Don’t worry if you do not understand everything; 
that’s what class discussion is for. What is important is that you come to class with theories 
and ideas about that day’s reading. 
 
All students are expected to bring all assigned texts to class (including printouts and PDFs) 
and are expected to participate in discussion. As a matter of general policy, cell phones must 
be switched off during class. I generally allow the use of laptops and tablets for note-taking 
purposes, but if they prove to be too disruptive, I reserve the right to change my policy. 
 
You are expected to submit all assignments on time. If you require an extension, you must 
request it at least 2 days in advance and provide a very good reason and a concrete date by 
which you will submit the work. In all other cases, 10% will be deducted from your grade on 
that assignment for every day late. 
 
All papers must be typed, double-spaced, in 12-point font, and submitted in hard 
copy , with attached bibliography. You may use whichever citation style you prefer 
(MLA, Chicago, etc.), but the most important thing is to be consis tent . 
 
Communication 
Please feel free to discuss any questions or concerns with me during office hours or via e-
mail. That being said, you should plan for a twenty-four (24) hour turnover time for e-mails. 
In case of an emergency, I will get back to you as soon as possible, but keep in mind that a 
lack of preparedness on your part does not constitute an emergency on mine. Please indicate 
your question in the subject line. 
 
My office hours, as listed above, are in Main College Building C-319 on Mondays and 
Wednesdays directly after class, from 12:30 PM to 2:00 PM. This is an ideal time to bring me 
ideas for assignments or to ask questions that you might not have felt like asking during 
class. If you would like me to look over a draft, please send it to me at least 24 hours 
beforehand and we can discuss it over e-mail or in office hours. As a final note, office hours 
end at 2:00 PM on the dot. Do not show up at 1:55 PM and expect an extended conversation. 
 
In order for me to get to know you better, I have set aside time during office hours in the 
first two weeks of class to hold individual meetings of 10-15 minutes each. There will be a 
signup sheet going round on the first day of class. If you cannot make it because of other 
classes or commitments, let me know and I will do my best to accommodate you at some 
other time. 
 
Plagiarism 
Simmons College has a zero-tolerance policy for plagiarism. It is not that hard to find out if 
you’ve been doing it, and if you are caught, you will fail the class. Bottom line: Cite your 
sources and don’t plagiarize. 
 
Grading Rubric 
There is no curve in this class, and if the work merits it, I would be thrilled to give each and 
every one of you an A. That being said, they are reserved for exceptional work and class 



 3 

participation, and that is what you will need in order to earn one. 
 
General note: All of your assignments must be proofread by you and not by your word-
processing software. Spelling and grammar mistakes will count against you. You are also 
expected to use secondary sources that are not encyclopedias (Wikipedia, Britannica, Encarta, 
etc.). Encyclopedias are a good place to start, but they will not count if you cite them. 
 
If you find you are having trouble with mechanics or paper structure, please make an 
appointment with the Writing Center and have them sign off on your draft, and I will take it 
into account. 
 
A-level work is exceptional. An A paper does everything a B paper does, below, but also 
goes above and beyond. The distinguishing qualities of such a paper are the originality, 
clarity, and complexity of the argument; the depth and subtlety of the analysis; and the 
elegance of the prose. Most A papers take some real intellectual risks --for example, by 
advocating an interpretation that may be new, surprising, or controversial to readers. 
However, they also keep their analysis firmly grounded in the text and show how the 
author’s word choice and use of literary devices supports the student’s interpretation. 
 
B-level work is competent. It has a clear and arguable main idea, and the author maintains 
focus on this point. It addresses some of the complexities of the text -- for example, by 
exploring and responding to alternative interpretations. It uses appropriate supporting 
evidence, including quotations and original analysis, and any evidence from outside sources 
is cited and attributed correctly. The writing is free or nearly free of surface errors and 
infelicities of style (e.g., unnecessarily convoluted sentences). The author has a good sense of 
audience; the tone and level of detail are appropriate for academic writing. 
 
C-level work is promising but uneven. It is on topic, and the writer has some sort of 
argument and has made an attempt to muster appropriate supporting evidence.  Information 
from outside sources is cited. However, the paper may be too general and lack specificity; it 
may substitute plot summary for analysis or fail to cite appropriate textual evidence (e.g., 
quotations). There may also be pervasive mechanical errors or stylistic problems that distract 
the reader from the author’s message. But by far the most common problem is that the 
author fails to make a real argument -- he or she plays it safe and makes claims that no 
reasonable person would disagree with, and hence readers are left wondering why the essay 
was written in the first place. 
 
D-level work is seriously flawed. Perhaps the essay does not meet minimal standards of 
college-level writing -- it lacks a clear point, evidence, and / or an organizing principle. Or, 
more often, it simply fails to engage in analysis:  it consists of plot summary and / or 
biographical or historical information, with the occasional quotation, but no real interpretation 
on the author’s part. 
 
Failing work does not meet the guidelines for the assignment or is plagiarized. 
 
Participation: Generally, a student with strong (A-level) participation does all of the 
following: 
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• Attends class regularly. 
• Turns in writing responses that show engagement with the text. 
• Contributes substantively to class discussions, usually speaking up during every class 

period. Questions and comments show that the student has read the text closely and 
carefully. 

• Listens attentively and responds to other students’ comments. 
• Seeks help when appropriate, for example, by coming to office hours. 

 
Students who do most of these things will earn a B. Students who do some of them--for 
example, students who attend every class and are not disruptive, but rarely ask questions or 
contribute to class discussion--will earn a C. Students who attend the minimum number of 
classes and are frequently unprepared or disengaged will earn a D or F. 
 
************************************************************************************ 
 
Grade Breakdown 
Response Paper – The Prince  20% 
Response Paper – Richard III  20% 
Film Review Paper   20% 
Art Exhibition Project   10% 
Take-Home Final Exam  15% 
Class Participation   15% 
 *Includes in-class activities, reading journals, and any quizzes 
 
Response Paper – The Prince  
At the end of our unit on Machiavelli’s The Prince, students will submit a 2-3 page response 
paper. In this paper, they will analyze the actions of a character generally considered 
“Machiavellian” in modern popular culture in terms of the actual precepts set forth in 
Machiavelli’s text. Would any of them be considered an effective ruler by Machiavelli 
himself? You are expected to include quotations and evidence from The Prince. I recommend 
that you have your paper topic chosen by the time we start reading The Prince so you can 
keep an eye out for sections and passages that are especially relevant. Your paper will be due 
on Tuesday February 20, the class period after we finish discussing Machiavelli. 
 
Examples: Lex Luthor, Walter White, Annalise Keating, at least 50% of the cast of Game of 
Thrones, etc. In the interests of sanity, please restrict yourselves to fictional characters. 
 
Response Paper – The History o f  King Richard III  
Students will submit a 2-3 page response paper at the end of our unit on Thomas More’s 
History of King Richard III. The paper will respond to one of the following three questions. 

1. Thomas More never completed the History of King Richard III. Considering when the 
text was largely written (c. 1513) and the political events of More’s lifetime, why 
might he have chosen to leave this work unfinished? 

2. Is it possible to view the History of Richard III as an English response to Machiavelli? 
Why or why not? Do we see any of Machiavelli’s precepts at work in More’s Richard 
of Gloucester or any of the other characters? How does More approach these 
characters and does he seem to agree with Machiavelli on the subject of what 



 5 

constitutes effective governance? (Remember to keep in mind both the differences 
and similarities between England and the Italian city-states in terms of how they 
were governed and the potential power a tyrant could exercise.) 

3. What seems to be More’s attitude toward women in the History? How does it 
compare to the accounts we’ve read of regents and rulers in Burgundy and Italy? 

Your paper is due on Tuesday March 27, the day after we finish discussing Thomas More. 
 
Art Exhibition Project 
Students will choose a historical figure and create a virtual art exhibition on either Tumblr or 
Blogspot (whichever format you’re more comfortable with). This must include at least eight 
(8) works of art depicting that historical figure, commissioned by them, or in some way 
illustrating events in their lives or in their cultural milieu. Artworks may include: paintings, 
drawings, prints, books, manuscripts, sculpture, murals, buildings, etc, and should date from 
within 50 years of your subject’s lifetime. At least one (1) of these works should be housed at 
the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum or the MFA, and part of your grade will include a 
“guide” to that particular work that we can use on our visit to these museums. 
 
You are expected to create a virtual catalogue for this exhibition, including a detailed 
description of each artwork, its provenance, materials, and context. Think about who 
commissioned the work, their relationship to the artist, and the circumstances under which 
the work was commissioned. What can the artwork tell us about the historical period in 
which it was made? What can it tell us about the culture that produced it or the person who 
commissioned it? 
 
Look up exhibition catalogues from the Gardner and the MFA to see how they’re written, 
and make sure you cite your sources in full. This project will entail at least one individual visit 
to either of these museums in addition to our class trip at the end of the semester. Projects 
will be submitted to me as a link and as a time-stamped screenshot, and they should be in my 
inbox before we meet at the Gardner Museum on Tuesday April 10. 
 
Film Review Paper 
Students will write a 2-4 page critical review of a film of their choice set during the time 
period we are covering in class. You are permitted to substitute 2-3 episodes of a television 
series for a film, if that is your preference. There is a list available on Moodle, but it is by no 
means exhaustive, so if you’d like to write about a film or series that is not listed, please get 
in touch with me. This paper will be due on the last day of class, Friday May 4. 
 
Don’t focus just on whether or not a film is historically accurate—please also consider why a 
director or screenwriter may have chosen to alter the historical record. What does this tell us 
about modern audiences or the perception of modern audiences? How does the depiction of 
society in your chosen film/series compare to the primary sources we read in class? Also 
bear in mind the genre of the film--Shakespeare in Love (1998), for instance, is meant to be 
pastiche, while Elizabeth, which came out the same year and was also nominated for a variety 
of Oscars, was promoted as a biopic. The inaccuracies in Shakespeare in Love, therefore, 
function differently from those in Elizabeth and should be analyzed as such. Also be aware if 
your film/series is based on a pre-existing text (a novel or a play) and take that into account 
in your review. I suggest you have a look at IMDB and other sites to see what earlier 
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reviewers have written, and you are welcome to include quotations (properly cited, of 
course) from those reviews. 
 
Take-Home Final Exam 
Your take-home final will consist of analyzing primary source material in its wider cultural 
and political context. You will be given the choice of two out of three short primary texts 
and will write a short essay in response to each. You are expected support your arguments 
with specific examples and quotations and to cite your sources. 
 
Reading Journals 
All students are required to keep a separate notebook for in-class discussion questions and 
responses. These will be assigned at the beginning of each class (you will be given a short 
period of time to write your responses) and used as a springboard for that day’s discussion. 
You may also be asked to note things down in your journals as you complete certain 
readings. These assignments will be announced in class and will appear on Moodle. You will 
also use these journals for group work and in-class activities. All journals will be collected on 
the final day of class and factored into your participation grade. 
 
I reserve the right to give unannounced quizzes if it appears that students are not doing the 
reading. These too will be factored into your class participation grade. 
 
************************************************************************************ 
 

Calendar 
 
Week 1 – What is/was the Renaissance? 
F Jan 19 In class: Syllabus, sign up for projects, general opening questions 
 
Week 2 – Setting the Scene 
T Jan 23  For class: Read Braudel, The Mediterranean (M), Heng, “The Invention of 

Race in the Middle Ages II” (M); PBS, Africa’s Great Civilizations, Ep. 3: 
“Empires of Gold” (PBS website or Amazon) 
[Optional: Heng, “The Invention of Race in the Middle Ages I”] 

 In class: The Medieval Renaissance 
 
F Jan 26  For class: Read Jansen, Monstrous Regiment, pp. 1-6; Prato, “Ricciarda” and 

commentary (M); Christine de Pizan, selections (M) 
  In class: Was there a renaissance for women? 
 
Week 3 – The Italian City-States 
T Jan 30  For class: Read Martines, Power & Imagination, pp. 34-44, 62-71; Machiavelli, 

Discorsi in The Prince, pp. 89-91, 98-104, 111-118; Dante, Inferno, Canto 12 (M) 
[Optional: Martines, pp. 72-93] 

  In class: Republics and Communes in Italy 
 
F Feb 2  For class: Read Martines, pp. 218-40; Lorenzo de’ Medici, “Giaccopo” and 

commentary (M); Lucrezia Tournabuoni de’ Medici, “Susanna” (M) 
  In class: Florence and Milan in the Quattrocento 
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Week 4 – The Quattrocento 
T  Feb 6  For class: Read Legation to Cesare Borgia in Machiavelli, pp. 75-88; Partner, 

Renaissance Rome (M) 
[Optional: Ettlinger, “The Mistress in Italian Renaissance Courts”] 

  In class: Papal Politics and the Romagna 
 
F Feb 9  For class: Read Jansen, pp. 38-54, 155-66; Martines, pp. 277-96 
  In class: The French invasions of Italy 
 
Week 5 – Niccolò Machiavelli 
T Feb 13  For class: Read Machiavelli, The Prince, pp. 3-40 (Prologue-Ch. 13) 
  In class: Discuss The Prince 
 
F Feb 16  For class: Read Machiavelli, The Prince, pp. 40-72 (Ch. 13-end); Castiglione, 

selections (M) 
  In class: Discuss The Prince 
 
Week 6 – Famous Ladies of Renaissance Italy 
T Feb 20 For class: Response Paper 1 (Machiavelli) due; Read Jansen, pp. 155-79; 

Laura Cereta, selections (M); Lucrezia Borgia & Pietro Bembo, Letters (M) 
 [Optional: Cox, “Women Writers in Italy” (M)] 
  In class: Women, politics, and patronage in Italy 
 
F Feb 23  For class: Read Ruggiero, Boundaries of Eros, Ch. 2 (M); Veronica Franco, 

selections (M) 
 [Optional: Wojciehowski, “Veronica Franco vs. Maffio Venier” (M)] 
  In class: Cinquecento Venice and its contradictions 
 
Week 7 – The Ottoman Empire and Spain 
T Feb 27  For class: Read Brotton, Renaissance Bazaar, Ch. 1 (M); Lowe, “Visible Lives” 

(M) 
  In class: The Ottoman Empire 
 
F Mar 2  For class: Read Jansen, pp. 7-23, 67-80; Kagan & Dyer, “Sexuality and the 

Marriage Spectrum” (M); primary readings from Constable (M) 
 [Optional: Watch Africa’s Great Civilizations Ep. 4: “Cities”] 
  In class: Aragon, Castile, and the end of Islamic Spain 
 
MARCH 5-9 – SPRING BREAK 
  
Week 8 – The Northern Renaissance 
T Mar 13  For class: Read Jansen, pp. 80-110; Commynes, extracts (M) 
  In class: From the Duchy of Burgundy to the Hapsburg Empire 
 
F Mar 17  For class: Read Jansen, pp. 23-38; Martines, pp. 191-217 
  In class: Civil war and humanism in England 
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Week 9 – Writing History in the Renaissance 
T Mar 20  For class: Read More, Richard III, pp. 1-67 
  In class: Discuss More, Henry VIII 
 
F Mar 23 For class: More, Richard III, pp. 67-109; Appendix 1, pp. 125-28 
  In class: Discuss classical revival 
 
Week 10 – The Reformation Begins 
T Mar 27  For class: Response Paper 2 (More) due; Read Brigden, pp. 84-100 (M) 
  In class: The printing press and Protestantism 
 
F Mar 30 For class: Read Jansen, pp. 111-42; Cavendish, selections (M) 
  In class: The King’s Great Matter 
 
Week 11 – Edward VI and Mary I: English Religious Conflict 
T Apr 3 For class: Read Brigden, pp. 179-212; (M); Anne Askew, excerpts (M) 
  In class: Edward VI and Radical English Protestantism 
 
F Apr 6 For class: Read Whitelock, “Mary Tudor: The first queen of England” (M); 

Samson, “Philip II and Mary I”; selected proclamations (M) 
  In class: Queen Mary I and the Counter-Reformation 
 
Week 12 –  
T Apr 10 For class: Art Exhibition Project due; Read Martines, pp. 241-59; Vasari, 

“Lives,” excerpts (M) 
  In class: Meet at Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum 
 
F Apr 13 For class: TBA 
 
Week 13 – The Wars of Religion in France 
T Apr 17  For class: Read Jansen, pp. 181-99; Marguerite de Navarre, excerpts (M); 

Love, Blood & Religion, Ch. 1 (M) 
  In class: The rise of the Huguenots 
 
F Apr 20  For class: Read Jansen, 199-222; Briggs, Early Modern France (M) 
  In class: From St. Bartholomew’s Day to the Bourbons 
 
Week 14 – Queen Elizabeth I 
T April 24 For class: Read Elizabeth I excerpts (M); Jansen, pp. 142-54 
 [Optional: Brigden, pp. 239-73] 
  In class: Start Elizabeth I 
 
F Apr 27 For class Levin, Dreaming the English Renaissance, Ch. 5 (M); Elizabeth I 

excerpts (M) 
  In class: Finish Elizabeth I 
 
Week 15 – Conclusions 
T May 1  For class: Read Martines, pp. 259-76; Vasari, “Lives,” excerpts (M) 
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  In class: Meet at Museum of Fine Arts 
 
F May 4  For class: Film Review Paper due 
 
Take-Home Final Due on Scheduled Exam Date (TBA) 


