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Discovering Middle English Literature 
 

 

Dates Wednesdays 11, 18, 25 September and 2, 9, 16 October 2019 

Times 14.00 – 16.00  

Location Harry M Weinrebe Learning Centre  

Level All levels; please note this course requires some advance reading  

Class size Maximum 16 participants  

 
 

Course description 

Explore Middle English literature and language from the 13th to the 15th centuries at this six-week 

introductory course. We’ll discuss some of the most famous and canonical works of the period, like 

Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales and the anonymous Gawain and the Green Knight, but also 

lesser known works by writers like Margery Kempe and Julian of Norwich. The aim is to give 

participants a sense of the richness and diversity of Middle English literature from comic courtly 

poetry, to sophisticated philosophical writing.  

 

The course is designed so that the texts under discussion become increasingly more complicated in 

their language, such that the work of each session builds on the last. Participants will be immersed in 

the texts and thereby gain an understanding of dynamics of the Middle English language, as well as a 

sense of their broader historical and literary context.  

 
 

 

Week One – Marvellous Beasts and Magical Lands: Sir John Mandeville and Middle English travel 

writing 

The Travels of Sir John Mandeville purports to tell the story of one John Mandeville, a knight from St 

Albans in the south of England, who set off on a journey to the Holy Land and on to Asia and Africa 

in 1332. In fact, there was no John Mandeville, and the work was compiled by an anonymous author 

writing at some point in the middle of the 14th century. The text was extremely significant. It was 

consulted by Christopher Columbus and Sir Walter Raleigh and its influence can be seen in the work 

of Geoffrey Chaucer and in Gawain and the Green Knight. There are both verse and prose versions of 

the work, but in the opening week, we’ll be looking at the prose one as a way to start to understand 

the grammar and structure of Middle English.  

 

Week Two – The Wisdom of Women Writers: Margery Kempe and Julian of Norwich 

In our second week we will be looking at two important pieces of Middle English prose. The first is 

the earliest piece of autobiographical writing in English – the Book of Margery Kempe – written by an 

ordinary, middle-class woman who lived in a town in East Anglia in the 15th century. It is a work of 
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openness and honesty which gives us a rare glimpse into the experiences of a non-elite women in the 

period. The second is by Julian of Norwich and is the first work in English which we known was 

written by a woman. Moreover, Julian was no ordinary woman. She was an anchoress – a woman 

who walled herself inside a cell to live a life of prayer and contemplation. Her Revelations is a radical 

piece of theological writing, which presents an unusual and homely vision of God.  

 

Week Three – Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales 

Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales is – justly – the most famous Middle English poem. It contains a vision of 

later medieval England in all its riot, tragedy, hope and colour. We will consider a couple of the tales 

in detail, but also think about the whole work’s artistry, completeness and its surviving manuscripts.  

 

Week Four – The World of Dreams: Pearl and Piers Plowman 

The fourth week of the course will take us into the dream world, with the haunting Pearl – written by 

the anonymous author of Gawain and the Green Knight and William Langland’s beguiling Piers 

Plowman. Pearl is a poem of exceptional artistry, which begins when the narrator falls asleep and 

wakes in a beautiful garden. It explores grief and loss with moving imagery and formal restraint. Piers 

Plowman is an altogether more riotous text, structured as a sequence of 22 dream visions (called 

‘passus’, which means ‘step’ in Latin). In these visions the narrator, Will, meets a series of allegorical 

characters. While Pearl is contemplative, Piers Plowman is a political work which delivers a searing 

critique of late medieval English society.  

 

Week Five – The Legends of King Arthur: Gawain and Malory 

In the penultimate week we will consider the legends of King Arthur by examining the late 15th-

century Morte Darthur by Thomas Malory, which is the most comprehensive account of Arthur’s life 

and death to survive from medieval England. It is a text that is concerned with the culture of chivalry, 

but also the dark underbelly of that very culture. We’ll look at this text alongside the 14th-century 

masterpiece, Gawain and the Green Knight, which tells the story of Arthur’s nephew, Gawain, and a 

bizarre quest he is forced to undertake by a green-skinned, green-clothed knight.  

 

Week Six – Talking Birds: Parliament of Fowls and the Owl and Nightingale 

In the final week, we will examine two avian debate poems. One is a lesser known work by Geoffrey 

Chaucer. This poem -- the Parliament of Fowls – is a late 14th-century dream vision which describes a 

group of birds who gather together on Valentine’s Day to choose a mate. The second is an Early 

Middle English characterised by its comic exuberance and colloquial language. In The Owl and the 

Nightingale the two birds quarrel with each other on a number of topics, including love, marriage, 

nesting habits and manners, but they mainly dispute which of the two of them is the superior beast.  

The work is thought to have been written 1189–1216, making it one of the earliest works in Middle 

English, but also one of the most charming.  

 
 

Tutors 

 

Dr Mary Wellesley studied English Literature at Lincoln College, Oxford before moving to University 

College London to pursue post-graduate research. Her doctoral thesis examined the manuscripts of 

the Life of Our Lady by the Benedictine monk and poet, John Lydgate (c.1370–1450). She has 

published articles and chapters on aspects of Middle English literature and codicology and co-edited 

Stasis in the Medieval West for Palgrave. Mary is passionate about communicating medieval history 

to the widest possible audience. She spent 2017 developing the medieval section of the British 

Library’s Discovering Literature online resource, which showcases the library’s medieval English 
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literary collections. Alongside her academic work, she also writes and reviews for non-academic 

publications. Her work has appeared in The Daily Telegraph, The London Review of Books, and The 

Times Literary Supplement, amongst others. Her book, The Manuscripts That Made Us is under 

contract with Quercus.  

 

 
 

Preparatory Reading: 

 

We will circulate specific extracts for reading before each class, but reading any edition of the texts 

mentioned above, in translation or in the original, will greatly enrich participants’ experience of the 

course.  

 
 

Previous skills, knowledge or experience 

None required. A willingness to participate in group discussion, and to undertake the preparatory 

reading for each session, will help you get the most from this course. 

 

Facilities and refreshments 

Please note that the Learning Centre will open to participants 15 minutes before the stated course 

start time. Tea and coffee will be provided at the start of each session.  

 
 


