
HONOR 2102/002 – 9:10-10:30 am, Tuesday/Thursday, MHC 1206B
Prof. Christopher Mead
c.mead@utah.edu
Office Hours: 1:45-2:45 pm, Tuesday/Thursday, MHC 1203

Intellectual Traditions: The Common Era

We have all heard of  modernity (and perhaps can even describe it), but what came before it? In this 
seminar, we will investigate a span of  human history that has been given several different names over 
the years: “the middle ages,” “the medieval period,” and even “the dark ages.” But what did the period 
that these labels so imperfectly describe actually consist of, beyond what we have (incorrectly) been 
encouraged to believe is its medial dimness? Who were its people, and how did they think, act, and 
write? 

We will only be able to begin to answer these questions, as our period is above all a long one, stretching 
from late antiquity through to the beginning of  the renaissance. Its vastness makes substantive 
chronological surveying impossible during the short time that we have together, and so our method will
instead be synchronic and thematic. Our reading will proceed in clusters, centered around topics such as
autobiography, gender, education, piety, and narrative. Our comparative work within these groupings 
will be supplemented and strengthened by our parallel effort to make connections and acknowledge 
overlap between these diverse themes. 

Above all, we will closely read primary texts as we seek to develop a critical vocabulary with which to 
describe a period whose distance from the contemporary is often profound. While we will identify 
these differences as precisely as possible, we will also be sensitive to the many connections that can be 
made between medieval thinking and our own. I will lecture occasionally, but we will spend the vast 
majority of  our time working closely with the texts and with one another: our most important goal for 
the semester is to develop our skills as critical readers and writers who engage deeply with the past in an
effort to understand the present it produced. 

Course Objectives:
• To broaden your historical awareness.
• To strengthen your ability to engage with and appreciate ideas that may initially seem difficult

and unfamiliar.
• To improve your skills as close readers, critical discussants, and writers.
• To begin to prepare you for the type of  work that will be required in upper-level courses and,

especially, in writing the honors thesis.

Required Texts:
Dante Alighieri – Vita Nuova (Oxford) - 9780199540655
Christopher Marlowe – Doctor Faustus (Dover) - 9780486282084
William Shakespeare – As You Like it (Pelican) - 9780140714715
A course reader
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You must buy these specific editions, all of  which should be available at the Campus Store. Needless to 
say, these texts can also be purchased online; if  you search by ISBN, you can rest assured that you are 
buying the correct edition.

You must also print the course reader, which is available on our Canvas site under “files.” The wise 
among you will do this at Staples, Costco, or some other print center, making the task cheap and easy. 
The less wise will print individual readings on a personal printer, incurring much greater labor, expense, 
and stress. 

Course requirements:
Diligent attendance and thoughtful participation – 15%

(Please come see me if  you have difficulties speaking in class—I can help)
Reading and content quizzes – 20%
Exploratory writing assignments – 10%
“Keywords” assignment (3-4 pages) – 15%
“Translation” assignment (3-4 pages) – 15%
Final Essay (5-6 pages) – 25%

Reading quizzes: Over the course of  the semester, there will be a series of  short unscheduled (i.e., 
“pop”) quizzes based on the day’s assigned reading and previous course content. Each quiz will be 
given at the beginning of  class and cannot be made up if  you are absent or late.

Exploratory writing exercises: These short writing exercises will be assigned on a rolling basis and 
will help you reflect on the assigned reading and prepare for upcoming assignments.

We will discuss the following assignments in greater depth closer to their respective due dates:

“Keywords” assignment: In this close reading assignment, you will trace the contours of  a 
particularly crucial or difficult word usage in one of  our assigned readings. Giving an account of  how 
the word operates throughout the text and paying particular attention to changes, contradictions, and 
subtleties in its employment, you will draw your reader’s attention to the ways in which the word 
confirms, resists, destabilizes, or distorts what you take to be the text’s central “message.”

“Translation” assignment: This assignment invites you to envision one of  our readings as a 
contemporary text. Having identified the characteristic features and requirements of  your chosen 
reading’s genre (i.e., letter, manifesto, encyclopedia entry, etc.), you will update and transform the work 
to reflect twenty-first century culture and concerns.

Essay: In this synthetic essay, you will take up a number of  the semester’s texts. We will work to 
develop your ideas over several weeks.
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Schedule:
Date Reading or viewing due

Unless otherwise noted, read the entire text prior to the first class in 
which it makes an appearance.

Major Assignment (due
at the beginning of  
class)

Exploratory Writing 
Exercises are not listed and 
will be assigned on a rolling 
basis.

Introduction – “Relatable” and other dirty words
January 10 John Henry Newman – from “The Idea of  a University”

January 12 NO CLASS

January 17 Raymond Williams – from Keywords: A Vocabulary of  Culture 
and Society – “Intellectual,” “Tradition” 

Rebecca Mead – “The Scourge of  ‘Relatability’”

Bruce Holsinger – “Carly Fiorina Goes Medieval”

Storytelling
January 19 Giovanni Boccaccio – from The Decameron

January 24 from كتَِاب أَلْف ليَلَْة وَليَلَْة [One Thousand and One Nights]

January 26 Geoffrey Chaucer – from The Canterbury Tales – “The General
Prologue”

Writing the Self
January 31 “The Wife of  Bath’s Prologue”

February 2 Augustine – from Confessiones [The Confessions] – Books 1-3 
(“Early Years,” “Adolescence,” “Student at Carthage”

February 7 Confessiones – Book 10 (“Memory”)

February 9 Margery Kempe – from The Book of  Margery Kempe Keywords

Education
February 14 from Le Ménagier de Paris [The Good Wife’s Guide]

February 16 Le Ménagier de Paris

February 21 Roger Ascham – from The Schoolmaster

February 23 Niccolò Machiavelli – Il Principe  [The Prince]

February 28 Il Principe 

March 2 John Milton – “Of  Education”
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The Divine
March 7 Julian of  Norwich – Revelations of  Divine Love (Short Text)

March 9 John Calvin – from Institutio Christianae religionis [Institutes of  
the Christian Religion] (Chapter 23)

March 14 Spring Break

March 16 Spring Break

March 21 Christopher Marlowe – Doctor Faustus (Acts 1-3)

March 23 Doctor Faustus (Acts 4-5) Translation

March 28 Rare Books Visit – Meet at Marriott Special Collections

Love and its discontents
March 30 Dante Alighieri  – Vita Nuova [The New Life]

Movie and Pizza night – 6-9 pm

April 4 Vita Nuova

April 6 William Shakespeare – As you like it (Act 1)

April 11 As you like it (Acts 2-3)

April 13 As you like it (Acts 4-5)

Travel, contact, colony
April 18 Christopher Columbus – from the Journal

April 20 Marco Polo – from Livre des Merveilles du Monde [Book of  the 
Marvels of  the World]

April 25 Michel De Montaigne – from Les Essais – “Des Cannibales” 
[The Essays – “Of  the Cannibals”]

Final Essay

Changes to syllabus:
While I will make every effort to keep to this syllabus in all respects, I reserve the right to make changes
to the course schedule, assignments, and due dates. You will be notified promptly of  any changes.

Participation and attendance: 
I expect students to come to class prepared to participate actively in that day’s discussion and activities. 
There will be many ways for you to participate in class over the course of  the semester, including 
speaking up during discussion, doing group work inside and outside of  class, posting comments to the 
discussion board on the course website, attending office hours, and emailing me with thoughtful 
questions and comments. We’ll discuss all of  these methods more thoroughly over the semester, and I 
may assign some of  them specifically. For now, remember that the best way to prepare to participate is 
to come to class having completed the assigned reading and writing assignments.
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Class attendance is mandatory, and I will take roll each class. You are permitted two absences for any 
reason; each additional absence will reduce your final participation score by a full letter grade. A large 
number of  unexcused absences will cause you to fail the course. If  you arrive to class late or leave
class early, your attendance and participation score for that class will be reduced by half. The same 
reduction will apply if  you show up to class without bringing a hard copy of  the assigned reading.

As a member of  this class, you have the responsibility to engage respectfully with your peers and help 
create a collegial atmosphere in which we engage thoughtfully and rigorously with one another’s ideas.

Extensions and late assignments:
For conflicts between this schedule and extracurricular university activities such as varsity athletics, 
notify me in writing by the second week of  the semester. To request an extension, you should have a 
truly substantive reason for doing so (i.e., a serious illness or a family emergency). Assignments handed 
in late will have their grades reduced by half  a letter grade per day. Exploratory Writing Exercises must 
be submitted on time in order to receive credit.

Technology in the classroom: 
To avoid distraction and disruption, no electronics are permitted in the classroom, except for the 
accommodation of  disability. Please do not bring your laptop to class, and make sure your phone is 
turned off  and put away before class begins. If  I have to ask you to put your phone or computer away, 
you will receive a zero for that day’s attendance/participation grade.

Canvas:
I have created a Canvas page where you will be able to access copies of  materials from class, resources 
that will be of  use to you when writing your papers, the course reader, and this syllabus.

Contacting me: 
If  possible, bring questions to my office hours or catch me after class. Otherwise, the best way to reach 
me is by email. Do not assume that I can read and respond to your message immediately; allow a 
reasonable amount of  time (24 hours) before you need an answer. That said, I will always do my best to
respond to you promptly. Two days before a major assignment is due, I will stop answering emailed 
questions.

For a number of  reasons, I do not give substantive feedback on written work via email. If  you would 
like to discuss a draft of  a paper, a possible thesis, or other written work, I am always happy to meet 
with you in person, either in office hours or by appointment.

I will occasionally contact the class by email or the Canvas messaging system. You are responsible for 
checking your UMail regularly and for making sure that you receive Canvas alerts in a timely fashion.

I will not respond to emails asking questions whose answers are contained in this syllabus.
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Honors grading rubric:
A Outstanding achievement. Student performance demonstrates full command of  the course 

material and evinces exceptional levels of  originality and sophistication that far surpass course 
expectations.

A- Excellent achievement. Student performance demonstrates thorough knowledge of  the course 
material and exceeds course expectations by completing all requirements in a superior manner.

B+ Very good work. Student performance demonstrates above-average comprehension of  the 
course material and exceeds course expectations on all tasks as defined in the course syllabus.

B Student performance meets designated course expectations and demonstrates understanding of
the course materials at an acceptable level.

B- Marginal work. Student performance demonstrates incomplete understanding of  course 
materials.

C Unsatisfactory work. Student performance demonstrates incomplete and inadequate 
understanding of  course materials.

D Unacceptable work. Coursework performed at this level will not count toward the honors 
bachelor’s degree. For the course to count toward the degree, the student must repeat the 
course with a passing grade.

F Failing

Important University of  Utah policies that apply to this course:

Academic misconduct: 
It is both my hope and my expectation that your experience as a student at the University of  Utah will 
be fueled by your passion for learning. I also appreciate that being a student can be stressful. There may
be times when you feel tempted to engage in some kind of  cheating in order to improve your grade or 
advance your career. This behavior could be as blatant as having someone else sit for you in an exam, or
submitting a written assignment that has been copied from another source. It could also be as subtle as 
glancing at another student’s quiz when you are unsure about an answer. It is possible that one might 
do any of  these things and not get caught. However, if  you cheat, no matter how much you may have 
otherwise learned in this class, you have failed to learn what is perhaps the most important lesson of  all.

In accordance with University of  Utah policy, any instances of  cheating or plagiarism will result in 
failure of  the course, along with other possible sanctions. For more information and a number of  
important definitions, including that of  plagiarism, see the University of  Utah’s Student Code of  
Conduct.

To help promote academic integrity, your written work in this course may be checked for originality 
using Turnitin, a web appliance that compares submitted assignments to a database of  books, journal 
articles, websites, and other student papers.
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Disability accommodations:
“The University of  Utah seeks to provide equal access to its programs, services and activities for people
with disabilities.  If  you will need accommodations in the class, reasonable prior notice needs to be 
given to the Center for Disability Services, 162 Union Building, 801-581-5020 (V/TDD).  CDS will 
work with you and the instructor to make arrangements for accommodations.”

If  you have emergency medical information you wish to share with me, or if  you need special 
arrangements in case the building must be evacuated, please inform me as soon as possible by seeing 
me after class or making an appointment to visit during office hours.

Addressing sexual misconduct:
“Title IX makes it clear that violence and harassment based on sex and gender (which includes sexual 
orientation and gender identity/expression) is a Civil Rights offense subject to the same kinds of  
accountability and the same kinds of  support applied to offenses against other protected categories 
such as race, national origin, color, religion, age, status as a person with a disability, veteran’s status or 
genetic information. If  you or someone you know has been harassed or assaulted, you are encouraged 
to report it to the Title IX Coordinator in the Office of  Equal Opportunity and Affirmative Action, 
135 Park Building, 801-581-8365, or the Office of  the Dean of  Students, 270 Union Building, 801-581-
7066. For support and confidential consultation, contact the Center for Student Wellness, 426 SSB, 801-
581-7776. To report to the police, contact the Department of  Public Safety, 801-585-2677.”

Content accommodation policy:
“Students are expected to take courses that will challenge them intellectually and personally. Students 
must understand and be able to articulate the ideas and theories that are important to the discourse 
within and among academic disciplines. Personal disagreement with these ideas and theories or their 
implications is not sufficient grounds for requesting an accommodation. Accommodations requested 
on such grounds will not be granted. The University recognizes that students’ sincerely-held core beliefs
may make it difficult for students to fulfill some requirements of  some courses or majors. The 
University assumes no obligation to ensure that all students are able to complete any major.” No 
content accommodations will be made for this course.
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