
Travel, Nature & Science

Hello Students;

I hope you are all doing well.

I noticed last week there was relatively little engagement with the forum and lesson materials; I
am assuming that this was because in some places it was “Spring Break” and so perhaps this
was the reason.  I also know some of you have been having exams and I hope these went well.
Hopefully this week we can get back into the swing of things, as the 20% engagement grade is
fulfilled through engagement with the materials, and primarily in the forum. I am very grateful to
the regular contributors to the forum but it would be nice to see some new faces there this week.

One of the required assignments for last week was your submission of your thesis proposal for
your final paper. This must be completed this week. The thesis proposal is part of your essay
submission, and so failure to submit a thesis proposal may likely affect your final grade. I will
reply to your thesis proposals this week, and will let you know if you are on the right track or not.

Now on to the materials for this week:

One of the interesting things about studying medieval literature is the question of what actually
constitutes literature of the period.  Today, and since the Enlightenment, we have a tendency to
devolve everything into taxonomic categories and groups: science here, IT there, Humanities
here, etc.  These are relatively new categories of understanding that do not reflect categories of
medieval writing and thinking.

I mentioned last week that medieval (and ancient) histories were often launched from a religious
perspective; the same can be said of medieval science: it incorporates not only discoveries
about the natural world, but also observations about human existence and purpose.  In a sense,
all medieval writing is existential; there is no clinical break between science (such as astronomy,
which was of huge interest in the Middle Ages) and virtue, or philosophy, or theology and the
meaning of human existence.

There is a broad range of literature in the Medieval period called “Travel Literature” which
combines science, nature, and theology.  Everything in the medieval period was looked at
through the lens of the human experience.

In order to better understand this relationship, we will be looking at three things this week:

1. The role of emerging technologies and science in the medieval period, especially astronomy;
2. The way in which science and a cosmological understanding of the world combined; and
3. How travel to foreign lands (mostly on pilgrimages) combined scientific, religious, and natural
wonder.



For the first part, I would like you to listen to an excellent podcast interview with the medievalist
Seb Falk who explains the role of science in the medieval period, and the way in which this
influenced medieval writing and literature. You should listen to this podcast carefully and
take detailed notes as the quiz this week will draw from many of Falk’s insights.  To get to
the podcast, follow the link in the resources, and scroll down to the podcast “Medieval Science
with Seb Falk” dated January of this year.

You will hear Falk reference a little known work of Chaucer, “A Treatise on the Astrolabe”.  We
will discuss this wonderful piece of medieval technology in the forum this week.  In the
resources is a PDF version (in modern English) of the Treatise and I would like you to read (a)
the Editor’s preface (where he points out the astronomical links to Chaucer’s Canterbury
Tales) and (b) Chaucer’s Preface; and (c) Part One of the Treatise by Chaucer. While a
technical work and not the kind of thing you might commonly consider to be in the category of
“literature”, you will start to understand Chaucer’s (and the medieval) fascination with
astronomy.  Then, please start finding some allusions and references to astronomy, such as in
the Miller’s Tale (where we learn the scholar “Had lerned art, but al his fantasye / Was turned for
to lerne astrologye” and uses it to enact a crib trick) and share your ideas in the forum.

Finally, read the contemporary text, “Mandeville’s Travels” which typifies the Travel Literature of
the period.  Read the introductory note, and chapters IV and VII (on Egypt) in this text, paying
particular attention to the references to astronomy and the works of astronomers.

As always, conduct some background research into any of the terms or authors you are
unfamiliar with, if for no other reason than to place them chronologically in reference to Chaucer.

I hope you enjoy the materials as much as I do!  And I look forward to some more robust
engagement this week in the forum.

Finally, please don’t forget your thesis submission.

Steve


