
 

 

English 3190-01: 3 credits 
Literature of the Middle Ages: Society & Culture 

Winter 2021 
 
Instructor: Dr. Steve Jones Office hours: By appointment 
Office:  NA  (Phone/Skype)   
Email: stjones@tru.ca  

   
Calendar Description: 
Medieval literature, with an emphasis on mystical, philosophical, political, legal, and poetic 
writing.  Students will examine a broad variety of texts from Chaucer to Hildegard of Bingen, 
with a view to understanding the complex mindset of medieval thinkers and their legacy for us 
today.  Students will be required to perform an analysis of certain key terms that have come down 
to us from this period, and evaluate the way in which these terms may have evolved or devolved 
in our time. 
 
Course Description: 
The medieval period is both complex and fascinating, unlike any other period in history. 
It represents a time where faith and reason come together to explore the mystical, the political, the 
humorous, the romantic, and the philosophical dimensions of life.  Literature of the period comes 
in various forms: morality plays, mystical treatises, letters, poems, and even esoteric and puzzling 
contributions, like the Voynich manuscript, which is written in an entirely made-up language 
which no one can translate!  This course will take a broad approach to the various kinds of 
literature of the period, and then take a deep-dive into the philosophical themes running through 
the background of these. In particular, we will explore the writings of the female mystics 
(Margery Kempe, Julian of Norwich, and Hildegard of Bingen), some of the medieval poets, 
including Chaucer, and the morality plays leading up to the Tudor period.  Medieval 
philosophers, such as Thomas Aquinas and Aelred, will help us unpack some of the recurring 
themes of love, friendship, life, death, heaven, hell, the monstrous and the divine running 
throughout all the genres. Students will engage different methodologies to help them fully 
appreciate the period literature and to draw some conclusions about what it all means in the big 
picture of human thought. The class will consist of discussion, group work, film, period music, 
art, and poetry to provide a lively and holistic and well-rounded appreciation for the contributions 
of the medievals. 
 
 
 

Course Outline 
Department of English and Modern Languages 

Faculty of Arts 



Textbook & Materials 
Students will work from a combination of handout materials, and eTexts, including the Logic of 
Meaning, primary texts of the period, and articles and essays.  We will also examine the period 
through the use of film and music, including the award-winning animated series, “Canterbury 
Tales”, “Becket”, and “A Man for All Seasons” which, while not technically of the medieval 
period, represents what might be considered to be the end of the medieval social structures in 
effect up to the 15th and 16th centuries. 
 
Educational Objectives: 
At the completion of the course, students should be able to do the following: 
 

● Critically read, understand, and discuss key features of medieval literature in general; 
● Intelligently evaluate and discuss genres and subgenres of mystical and poetic writing, 

and the contribution of these to the canon of English literature in general; 
● Provide a depth and breadth of analysis of one particular example of these genres; 
● Apply critical thinking and interdisciplinary study to the subject matter; 
● work productively both alone and in small groups to build consensus and informed 

opinion. 
 
Prerequisite:  
English 12/English 12 First Peoples with a minimum of 73% (with the government exam within 
the last 5 years); or level 5 on the compositions section of the Language Proficiency Index (LPI), 
with all other categories of the LPI at a minimum of 70% (within the last 2 years); or satisfactory 
completion of the TRU English Assessment (ACCUPLACER) at the university entrance level; or 
completion of ENGL 0600 with a grade of C+ or better; or completion of ESAL 0570 and ESAL 
0580 with a grade of C+ or better.  
 
Assignments: Winter (2) - 50% of overall grade 
 
Quizzes 20% (weekly) 
Essay 1 30% (Due March 1st 2021) 
Essay 2 30% (Due April 26th 2021) 
Participation & Attendance 20% (Online this means completing all assignments) 
 
Class participation includes: discussions, active listening and asking questions, demonstration of 
understanding of research and writing steps, etc. 
 
Students are encouraged to use a variety of source material in their assignments: academic 
(scholarly, university, professional sources) as well as creative and persuasive material 
(anecdotal, traditional, cultural sources such as traditional stories of the Tsilhqot’in people.) 
 
Policies:  
 

1. Late papers and assignments will receive a 5% deduction per day unless the student 
obtains extension from the instructor. 

2. Given the limitation of access to printers, essays can be emailed, and written in MS Word 
or Google Docs (12 point, Times Roman or other easy-to-read font); 



3. Students who need to miss lessons, or portions of a lesson for work or community-related 
reasons should speak with the instructor beforehand, so that provisions can be made to 
help the student stay up-to-date with the required course work. 

4. Please refer to the complete policy and regulations surrounding academic dishonesty in your 
TRU calendar or at www.tru.ca/policy/educ/index.html for detailed information on 
plagiarism.  

5. Inappropriate classroom behavior will get you a request to leave the class; repetition may 
result in permanent suspension. “Inappropriate” includes, but is not necessarily limited to, 
talking when others are addressing the group, entering or leaving the classroom casually 
when it is in session, repeated late arrivals, failure to turn off cell phones, reading or doing 
other homework while class is in session. In other words, I expect you to treat this course as 
a professional environment and act accordingly!  

 
 

ENG 3190 -01 Course Syllabus 

 

Weeks Topics covered 

1-2 introduction: orientation to the medieval period, key thinkers, key societal 
structure, beliefs, & culture.  Historical overview of the period & introduction 
to key texts.  introduction to Chaucer & Canterbury tales, Hildergard of 
Bngen, Julian of Norwich, Thomas Aquinas, & Boethius (excerpts from 
Consolation of Philosophy) 

3-4 “The End of the Middle Ages”: dispute about what constitutes the middle 
ages; “A Man for All Seasons” and the medieval tradition of law, and the 
literature it inspired.  Key terms in medieval literature; overview of mid-term 
essays.  Power structures of the middle ages: Church and State in literature, 
parodies and morality plays. 

5-6 Medieval life and culture: women mystics, philosophers, and concepts of faith 
and belief; social structures of rich and poor; barons and the literary legacy of 
the Magna Carta and saxon statutes. 

7-8 First paper due: consultations in second class of the week; review of key 
terminology (personhood, justice, love, friendship, faith, belief) covered in the 
primary sources. 

9-10 “Becket” and the legacy of the monarchy in anagogical and analogical 
writings; “Monstrous Discourse” and the symbolism of dragons, monsters, 
and gargoyles; the legacy of the Cathedral and the poetry and music this 
inspired. 

11-12 The medieval morality plays: the concept of virtue and natural law in 
literature; epic roots of literature, including Beowful, & Sir Gawain and the 
Green Knight.  Medieval poetry and university life. 

13-14 Final exam preparation and exam. 

http://www.tru.ca/policy/educ/index.html

