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the human satan in seventeenth century english literature dr nancy rosenfeld
explores a nuanced and critical aspect of early modern literary studies. This phrase
encapsulates Dr. Nancy Rosenfeld’s influential scholarship on the portrayal of Satan not
merely as a supernatural force but as a distinctly human figure within seventeenth-century
English literature. Her work delves into how authors of the period reimagined the devil in
ways that reflect contemporary social, theological, and political anxieties. By examining
this transformation, Rosenfeld reveals the complex interplay between human nature, evil,
and cultural expression during a time of profound religious upheaval. This article will
analyze the core themes of her research, the historical context of seventeenth-century
depictions of Satan, and the implications for understanding early modern England’s
literary landscape. Readers will gain insight into how the human satan motif challenged
traditional interpretations of evil while influencing notable literary works of the time.
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Historical Context of Satan in Seventeenth-
Century England

The seventeenth century in England was marked by significant religious conflict, political
turmoil, and cultural transformation. These conditions profoundly influenced literary
representations of Satan, shifting from a purely diabolical being to a more complex figure
embodying human traits. The Reformation, the English Civil War, and the rise of
Puritanism all contributed to evolving conceptions of evil and morality. In this turbulent
era, Satan became a symbol not only of supernatural malevolence but also of human
fallibility and rebellion against divine authority. Understanding this historical backdrop is
essential for grasping how authors engaged with and redefined the figure of Satan in their
works.

Religious Upheaval and Its Impact

Religious upheaval during the seventeenth century challenged traditional Catholic



doctrines and introduced new Protestant ideologies that reshaped spiritual narratives. The
devil’s role was reconsidered in light of these theological shifts, often reflecting
contemporary concerns about sin, temptation, and salvation. Writers used the satanic
figure to explore themes of doubt, human depravity, and the struggle between good and
evil in a world seen as increasingly unstable.

Political Turmoil and Satanic Symbolism

Political instability, including the execution of Charles I and the establishment of the
Commonwealth, provided fertile ground for satanic imagery linked to tyranny, rebellion,
and moral decay. Satan was frequently depicted as a political allegory, embodying the
dangers of absolutism or the chaos of civil war, thereby intertwining literary creativity
with historical realities.

Dr. Nancy Rosenfeld’s Interpretative Framework

Dr. Nancy Rosenfeld has established a critical framework for analyzing the figure of the
human satan in seventeenth-century English literature. Her approach emphasizes the
intersection of theology, literature, and social history, highlighting how the devil’s
humanization functions as a lens to examine early modern attitudes toward evil and
human nature. Rosenfeld’s scholarship challenges simplistic dichotomies between divine
and diabolical by focusing on the ambiguity and complexity of satanic characters.

The Concept of the Human Satan

Rosenfeld argues that the human satan is not merely a metaphor but a deliberate literary
device used to portray the devil with human qualities such as reason, emotion, and moral
conflict. This portrayal allows for a more intimate exploration of evil as an intrinsic part of
the human condition rather than an external force. The human satan thus becomes a
figure through which authors critique societal norms and personal morality.

Methodological Approaches

Employing close textual analysis combined with historical contextualization, Rosenfeld’s
methodology uncovers layers of meaning in literary texts. She integrates theological
discourse, political history, and literary criticism to provide a comprehensive
understanding of how satanic figures were constructed and what they signify within the
broader cultural milieu.

The Humanization of Satan in Literature

The transformation of Satan into a humanized character in seventeenth-century literature
marks a significant departure from medieval and earlier depictions of the devil as a
monstrous, wholly evil entity. This humanization is characterized by the attribution of



psychological depth, rhetorical skill, and ethical ambiguity to satanic figures, thereby
complicating traditional notions of villainy.

Psychological Complexity

Seventeenth-century writers often endowed Satan with introspective qualities, enabling
readers to perceive him as a tragic or conflicted figure rather than an absolute
embodiment of evil. This psychological complexity invites sympathy and contemplation
about the nature of free will and temptation.

Rhetoric and Persuasion

Another defining trait of the human satan is his eloquence and persuasive power. In
literature, Satan’s speeches frequently reveal his cunning intellect and ability to
manipulate, highlighting the dangers of deception and the seductive nature of evil. This
rhetorical sophistication enhances the realism and immediacy of satanic characters.

Key Literary Examples and Analysis

Several prominent seventeenth-century English texts illustrate the human satan motif
explored by Dr. Nancy Rosenfeld. These works demonstrate the varied ways in which
authors integrated the human satan into their narratives to engage with contemporary
issues.

John Milton’s "Paradise Lost"

Milton’s epic poem remains the quintessential example of the human satan in seventeenth-
century literature. Satan is portrayed as a complex, heroic, and tragic figure whose
rebellion against God reflects themes of pride, ambition, and existential questioning.
Milton’s Satan embodies both the allure and the peril of defiance, inviting interpretations
that range from sympathetic to cautionary.

Christopher Marlowe’s "Doctor Faustus"”

Marlowe’s Faustian tragedy features a protagonist who negotiates with the devil,
embodying human ambition and moral weakness. The satanic figure in this play is integral
to exploring the limits of human knowledge and the consequences of overreaching, further
cementing the human satan as a symbol of internal struggle.

Other Relevant Works

e Thomas Middleton and William Rowley’s "The Changeling"



¢ John Webster’s "The Duchess of Malfi"

e Various anonymous pamphlets and sermons reflecting satanic imagery

These texts incorporate satanic characters whose human traits emphasize societal
corruption, personal vice, and the blurred lines between good and evil.

Implications for Early Modern Religious and
Social Thought

The portrayal of the human satan in seventeenth-century English literature carries
profound implications for understanding the period’s religious and social ideologies. By
humanizing the devil, authors not only redefined evil but also questioned established
hierarchies and moral absolutes.

Theological Reconsiderations

The human satan challenges orthodox views by blurring distinctions between divine and
infernal authority. This ambiguity invites readers to reconsider human responsibility in the
face of temptation and sin, aligning with broader theological debates about predestination,
free will, and grace.

Social Critique and Political Commentary

Satanic figures often serve as vehicles for social critique, exposing corruption within
political and religious institutions. The human satan becomes a mirror reflecting societal
anxieties about power, loyalty, and identity during a period of intense change.

Legacy in Literary Tradition

The humanization of Satan in the seventeenth century paved the way for subsequent
literary treatments of the devil and evil figures throughout English literature. This legacy
underscores the enduring relevance of Dr. Nancy Rosenfeld’s scholarship in illuminating
the dynamic relationship between literature and cultural history.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Dr. Nancy Rosenfeld in the context of
seventeenth-century English literature?

Dr. Nancy Rosenfeld is a scholar specializing in seventeenth-century English literature,



with a particular focus on representations of the human satan and related themes in that
period.

What does the term 'the human satan' refer to in
seventeenth-century English literature according to Dr.
Nancy Rosenfeld?

In Dr. Nancy Rosenfeld's research, 'the human satan' refers to the portrayal of satanic or
devilish characteristics embodied in human characters, exploring themes of evil,
temptation, and moral ambiguity in seventeenth-century texts.

How does Dr. Nancy Rosenfeld interpret the figure of
Satan in seventeenth-century English literary works?

Dr. Nancy Rosenfeld interprets the figure of Satan not just as a supernatural being but as
a metaphor for human sinfulness and internal moral struggles, highlighting the complex
interplay between theology and literature in the seventeenth century.

Which seventeenth-century English authors are
commonly discussed by Dr. Nancy Rosenfeld in relation
to the human satan theme?

Dr. Nancy Rosenfeld frequently discusses authors such as John Milton, particularly his
work 'Paradise Lost,' as well as other contemporaries who explore satanic imagery and
themes of evil embodied in human form.

Why is the study of the human satan figure significant
in seventeenth-century English literature according to
Dr. Nancy Rosenfeld?

According to Dr. Nancy Rosenfeld, studying the human satan figure is significant because
it reveals how early modern writers grappled with concepts of morality, identity, and the
nature of evil, reflecting broader cultural and religious anxieties of the seventeenth
century.

Additional Resources

1. The Human Satan in Seventeenth-Century English Literature by Dr. Nancy Rosenfeld
This seminal work by Dr. Rosenfeld explores the complex portrayal of Satan as a human
figure in seventeenth-century English literature. The book examines how authors of the
period grappled with theological, moral, and political implications of embodying Satan in
human form. Through detailed analysis, Rosenfeld reveals the cultural anxieties and
ideological conflicts reflected in these literary depictions.

2. Devils and Mortals: Demonology and Humanity in Early Modern England by Sarah



Lawson

Lawson’s book investigates the intersection of demonology and human identity during the
early modern period. Highlighting literary works alongside historical accounts, it
discusses how the figure of Satan was used to question human nature and morality. The
seventeenth century serves as a focal point for understanding evolving perceptions of evil
and sin.

3. Sin and Spectacle: The Devil on the English Stage, 1600-1700 by Mark H. Townsend
Townsend analyzes the theatrical representations of Satan in seventeenth-century English
drama. This book delves into how playwrights portrayed the devil as both a supernatural
being and a human tempter. It emphasizes the cultural and religious contexts that shaped
these dramatic personifications of evil.

4. Temptation and Transgression: Satanic Figures in Seventeenth-Century Poetry by Emily
Carter

Carter’s study focuses on poetic works from the seventeenth century that depict Satan as
a humanized character. She explores themes of temptation, rebellion, and moral struggle
within these poems. The book offers insights into how poetic imagery contributed to
broader cultural debates about the devil and humanity.

5. The Devil’s Advocate: Satanic Imagery and Religious Controversy in Early Modern
England by Jonathan Miles

This book investigates the role of satanic imagery in religious and political controversies of
seventeenth-century England. Miles examines sermons, pamphlets, and literature to

reveal how Satan was invoked to argue theological points and denounce opponents. The
humanization of Satan is shown as a rhetorical strategy with powerful social implications.

6. Fallen Angels and Mortal Men: The Devil’s Duality in Seventeenth-Century Thought by
Claire Bennett

Bennett explores the philosophical and literary duality of Satan as both angelic and human
in seventeenth-century England. The book discusses how this duality reflects broader
tensions in understanding good and evil. It traces the influence of religious doctrine on
literary portrayals of Satan’s human characteristics.

7. The Devil in Disguise: Humanizing Evil in Seventeenth-Century English Prose by
Richard Ellison

Ellison’s work focuses on prose literature where Satan appears as a human figure, often
disguised or blending into society. The book highlights narrative techniques that blur the
lines between human and demonic identities. It offers a compelling look at how
seventeenth-century writers engaged with concepts of evil and morality.

8. Lucifer’s Mirror: Reflection and Identity in Seventeenth-Century Satanic Literature by
Dr. Nancy Rosenfeld

In this companion volume, Dr. Rosenfeld examines themes of reflection and identity in
literary portrayals of Satan. The book argues that Satan serves as a mirror for human self-
examination and cultural critique. It expands on her earlier work by incorporating new
texts and interdisciplinary approaches.

9. Hell’s Human Face: The Social and Literary Construction of Satan in Seventeenth-
Century England by Margaret Hughes
Hughes offers a socio-literary analysis of how Satan was constructed as a human figure in



seventeenth-century English society and literature. The book connects literary
representations to social fears about morality, power, and identity. It provides a nuanced
understanding of the devil’s role in shaping early modern concepts of humanity.
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