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Old English Masterclass: Intermediate level
 

 

Dates Saturday 19 and Sunday 20 October 2019 

Times 10.30 – 17.00  

Location Harry M Weinrebe Learning Centre  

Level Intermediate 

Class size Maximum 16 participants  

 
 

Course description 

 

Deepen your knowledge of Old English at this two-day intermediate level masterclass. This course is 

aimed at people who have already taken our beginner level Old English Masterclass or those with 

some prior knowledge of the language and its grammar. As with the beginners’ masterclass, we’ll 

explore Old English in its cultural context and help you develop skills in analysing and drawing 

meaning from set texts through accessible exercises and close reading. The aim of this masterclass is 

to immerse participants in the rich literature of the Anglo-Saxons.  

 

Through a combination of tutor-led and group-translation sessions, we’ll examine specific texts in 

detail – starting on day one with prose works and moving on to poetry in day two. There will be some 

explanation of the grammar on the first day, but our intention is to give participants the opportunity 

to see the grammar in action, through literary texts.  

 

 
 

Saturday 

 

We’ll begin our weekend by recapping the basics of Old English grammar, and the best way to 

approach translation. After that, we’ll move on to translating some sections of the Anglo-Saxon 

Chronicle – one of the most important sources for the history of early medieval England. Following 

this, we’ll look at a section from the Old English translation of Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the 

English People, which describes the first named English poet. After that we’ll move on to examine an 

important preface to an Old English translation of Gregory the Great’s Pastoral Care, written by King 

Alfred (849–899). It is a passionate defence of the importance of education, noted for its literary 

language.  The day will conclude with a session on the Colloquy of Ælfric of Eynsham (c. 950–c. 

1010) – a playful text which gives us unparalleled insights into the life of ordinary people in early 

medieval England.  
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Sunday 

 

On day two our focus will be on Old English verse. We’ll begin the day with a translation exercise on 

the haunting Dream of the Rood. The morning will conclude with an examination of some passages 

from Elene, a poem which shares several key features with the Dream of the Rood. After lunch, we’ll 

work with extracts from the magisterial Beowulf. Following Beowulf’s accounts of monsters and fatal 

pride, we will naturally move on to some gruesome cannibalism in Andreas. The day will conclude 

with Judith, where participants will encounter one of the great heroines of Anglo-Saxon literature.  

 

 
 

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 

literary collections. Alongside her academic work, she also writes and reviews for non-academic 

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

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

contract with Quercus.  

 

Dr Mike Bintley is Lecturer in Early Medieval Literature and Culture at Birkbeck, University of London, 

and has expertise in early medieval textual and material culture. He is author of Trees in the Religions 

of Early Medieval England (2015), co-editor of Andreas: an Edition (2016) with Professor Richard 

North, and co-editor of several volumes of essays, including Trees and Timber in the Anglo-Saxon 

World (2013); Representing Beasts in Early Medieval England and Scandinavia (2015); Sensory 

Perception in the Medieval West (2016); Stasis in the Medieval West? Questioning Change and 

Continuity (2017); and Insular Iconography: Essays in Honour of Jane Hawkes (2019). 

 

 
 

Previous skills, knowledge or experience 

Participants who have taken our Old English Masterclass at beginner level, and people who have 

some prior knowledge of the language and its grammar. 

 

A willingness to participate in group discussion, and to undertake the required 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 day. Participants should make their 

own arrangements for lunch. 

 

On Sunday 20 October participants should gain entry to the British Library via Gate 5 on Midland 

Road. Please meet at Gate 5 from 10.15 on the day. (The Library will open to the public at 11.00). 
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