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 The Middle Ages have been praised and reviled, romanticized, and fantasized.  The 

spectacular popularity of Harry Potter, The Lord of the Rings, Narnia, and The da Vinci Code 

have brought a revival of interest in and curiosity about the Middle Ages.  But what were they 

like, these ten centuries between Rome and the Renaissance?  In this course, we will explore 

major themes and issues in medieval civilization in an attempt to offer some basic answers to 

that question.  We will have in view three kinds of people: rulers, lovers, and believers.  But we 

will also study carefully those who wrote about those kinds of people.  We will constantly ask 

how can we know about the Middle Ages, and what kinds of things can we know?  We will 

consider major literary texts as both works of art and historical documents.  We will explore 

various kinds of religious literature.  We will try to understand the limits, boundaries, and 

achievements of philosophy and theology.  Some lectures will incorporate medieval art so as to 

add a visual dimension to our explorations. This course will constitute an extended introduction 

to the dynamic and fascinating world of the Middle Ages. 

 

 Who is this course for?  It is a solid liberal arts course that, more than most courses, 

reaches across disciplinary lines and will open up for students ways of experiencing the subject 

matter and approaches of several different disciplines.  So, it is for students who would like that 

kind of experience.  It is also for students contemplating a major or minor in Medieval Studies; 

eventually the course is a requirement for such students, and it would be wise for them to take it 

earlier rather than later.  Finally, the course satisfies the University requirement for Literature 

and/or History.  Some students may wish to take it to satisfy one of those requirements. 
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 How will the course work?  In general, each week will involve two related lectures on a 

specific theme followed by a day of discussion of a reading assignment that is important in its 

own right and closely related to the week’s lectures.  All of the reading will be in primary  

sources in modern English translations.  The reading will average about 75 pages per week.  

Students will write three examinations and three papers.  There will also be two extra credit 

opportunities involving visits to campus sites. 

 

Student Responsibilities: 

 

1. There will be three examinations, two during the term and one administered as a final.  

The two hour exams, and the first half of the final, will consist of long and short essay 

questions on the material covered in the weeks immediately preceding the exam.  Before 

each examination, a set of prospective questions will be distributed and the actual 

examination questions will be drawn from that list.  The final examination will have a 

second part, namely a comprehensive essay dealing with some significant themes or 

issues that attracted attention throughout the semester.    Three will appear on the final 

examination and students be asked to select one. 

2. Students will write three papers of 4-5 pages each.  Students may elect to take literary or 

historical approaches to these paper assignments.  For example, a paper might place a 

particular work into historical context and tell what can be learned from it about the 

people, place, and time that created it.  Or a paper might explore a work as what it is: 

That is, look at a literary text as a work of art and explore its conventions, style, and some 

of the critical issues involved in understanding it; or take a religious text and discuss its 

genre, author, audience, uses, language, conventions, etc; or take a 

philosophical/theological work and explore its form and content, its structure, style, 

purpose, etc.  Along with this syllabus students will be given substantial lists of 

discussion/focus questions.  These questions should help student to do their weekly 

readings and prepare for discussion; strengthen students’ familiarity with the readings as 

they study for examinations; and provide actual paper topics (or strong suggestions for 

topics).  Finally, with this syllabus you will receive some guidelines anf riendly advice 

about how to write successful papers. 

3. Students should prepare each week’s reading in advance of the Friday discussion sections 

and come to class prepared to take an active part in class discussions.  Faithful 

preparation and attendance should result in a high mark for discussion.  Frequent 

absences and/or a failure to participate in discussions will have a serious negative impact 

on grades.  The grading scale used for the discussion sections will be distributed with 

this syllabus. 

 

Extra Credit Opportunities: 
 

1. On Wednesday and Thursday, March 3 and 4 (precise times TBA) students will be 

invited to visit the Reading Rooms of the Medieval Institute where Dr. Marina Smyth, 

Librarian to the Institute, and Thomas Noble, will present medieval manuscripts and 

manuscript facsimiles. 



 

 

 

2. On Wednesday and Thursday April 14 and 15, (precise times TBA) student will be 

invited to join a guided tour of the medieval collections in the Snite Museum with Diana 

Matthias of the Snite staff and Thomas Noble. 

 

Students may prepare one or two one-page papers describing something significant which they 

learned on one or both of these visits.  The first paper should be brought to he First Examination 

and the second paper to the Final Examination.  As long as it is clear that students put some 

thought and effort into the assignment, the papers will be credited with the weight of 2.5% of the 

final grade–5% for two papers.  These visits, and papers, are not required, but they are highly 

recommended. 

 

Grading: 
 

 Exams 1 and 2         30% 

 Final Exam   20% 

 Papers    30% 

 Discussion   20% 

 

Required Books: 

 

Course Pack (Available in the Decio Copy Center). 

 

 Beowulf, trans. Michael Alexander (Penguin) 

 The Song of Roland (Signet Classics) 

 The Story of Abelard’s Misfortunes, ed. and trans. J. T. Muckle. 

 Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy, trans. John Ciardi (NAL) 

 Geoffrey Chaucer, The Canterbury Tales, trans. David Wright (Oxford) 

 

Course Objectives: 

 

1. Gain familiarity with and confidence about basic people, institutions, literary forms, and 

beliefs of the Middle Ages. 

 

2. Learn to see topics, themes, or problems from a variety of perspectives; gain 

understanding of how and why different academic disciplines approach their work the 

way(s) they do and how they differ from one another. 

 

3. Gain confidence and expertise in reading primary sources. 

 

4. Develop the ability to contribute to and profit from vigorous classroom discussions. 

 

5. Develop critical writing abilities:  grow in the ability to identify an issue, frame a topic, 

cite relevant material, build an argument, draw plausible conclusions. 



 

 

 

 

Schedule of Lectures, Discussions, and Reading Assignments: 

 

1. W 1/13 Introduction to the Course 

 

2. F 1/15 Introduction to Discussion Sections 

 

3. M 1/18 Medieval Origins: Greco-Roman, Judeo-Christian, Germanic. 

 

4. W 1/20 Kingship and Emperorship. 

 

5. F 1/22 Discuss Einhard, The Life of Charlemagne (Course Pack). 

 

6. M 1/25 Lords And Vassals, Kin and Kinsmen. 

 

7. W 1/27 Germanic Literature: Forms, Styles, and Social Discourse. 

 

8. F 2/29 Discuss Beowulf. 

 

9. M 2/1 Chivalry: The Warrior’s Ethos. 

 

10. W 2/3 The Epic Tradtion: Latin and Vernacular. 

 

11. F 2/5 Discuss The Song of Roland.  

 

12. M 2/8 The Realms of Gender. 

 

13. W. 2/10 Romance: Sources and Styles. 

 

14. F 2/12 Discuss Chrétien de Troyes, Lancelot: The Knight of the Cart (Course 

Pack). 

 

15. M 2/15 Monastic and Cathedral Schools. 

 

16. W 2/17 The Seven Liberal Arts. 

 

 FIRST PAPER DUE 
 

17. F 2/19 Discuss: Augustine, On Christian Teaching (Preface and Book I), 

Cassiodorus, Divine Letters (Introduction, Octateuch, Kings, On 

Augustine), Secular Letters (Preface, On Grammar), Alcuin, Dialogue 

with Prince Pippin (Course Pack) 

 



 

 

18. M 2/22 FIRST EXAMINATION. 

 

19. W 2/24 Saints and Their Cults 

 

20. F 2/26 Discuss: The Passion of Perpetua and Felicity, The Life of St. Martin, Two 

 Lives of St. Francis (Course pack). 

 

21. M 3/1 Monks and Monasteries I. 

 

22. W 3/3 Monks and Monasteries II. 

 

23. F 3/5 Discuss: The Rule of St. Benedict (Course Pack). 

 

 SPRING BREAK INTERVENES 
 

24. M 3/15 The Popes and the Papacy I 

 

25. W 3/17 The Popes and the Papacy II 

 

26. F 3/19 Discuss Papal Documents (Course Pack) 

 

27. M 3/22 Early Scholasticism 

 

28 W 3/24 The Mystical Tradition. 

 

29 F 3/26 Discuss: The Story of Abelard’s Misfortunes. 

 

30. M 3/29 SECOND EXAMINATION. 

 

31. W 3/31 Some Lessons in Iconography. 

 

32. F 4/2 Good Friday; No Class. 

 

33. M 4/5 Easter Monday; No Class. 

 

34. W 4/7 Thomas Aquinas and High Scholasticism 

 

   SECOND PAPERS DUE. 
   

35. F 4/9 Discuss Thomas Aquinas (Course pack). 

 

36. M 4/12 Some Lessons in Architecture. 



 

 

  

37. W 4/14 Dante Alighieri and the Divine Comedy. 

 

38. F 4/16 Discuss: Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy (Inferno: Cantos 1-5, 10, 15, 

17, 21, 22, 26, 30, 33, 34; Purgatorio: Cantos 1,2, 7, 8, 9, 10, 16, 17, 19, 

22, 23, 27, 28, 30, 33; Paradiso: Cantos 1, 3, 6, 10-12, 15-17, 23, 30, 31, 

33.. 

 

39. M 4/19 Petrarch and Humanism 

 

40. W 4/21 Giovanni Boccaccio. 

 

41. F 4/23 Discuss: Selected Petrarchan poems and stories from the Decameron    (Course Pack). 

 

42. M 4/26 Geoffrey Chaucer 

 

43. W 4/28 Discuss: Canterbury Tales, General Prologue and Wife of Bath’s Prologue 

and Tale; The Miller’s Prologue and Tale; The Reeve’s Prologue and 

Tale; The Clerk’s (Oxford Scholar’s) Prologue and Tale .  Rooms will be 

assigned for these discussions that will take place during the normal 

lecture period. 

 

 THIRD PAPER DUE FRIDAY April 30 BY 5:00 PM. 
 

 

 Final Examination: Tuesday May 4, 4:15–6:15. 
 



 

 

WORLD OF THE MIDDLE AGES 

DISCUSSION/FOCUS TOPICS 
 

Session 5: Einhard, The Life of Charlemagne 

1. Compare Charlemagne as a heroic figure with some of the other heroic figures with whom you 

might be familiar (Gilgamesh, Moses, Achilles, Aeneas, etc.).  Pay particular attention to 

how Einhard portrays Charlemagne. 

2. How is Einhard's Life structured and what can you infer about the author's purposes from the 

way he organized his material? 

3. To what extent, and in what ways, does Einhard portray Charlemagne as a religious 

man?  How would you characterize Charlemagne's religious sentiments? 

4. Some scholars argue that Einhard presents a fundamentally secular picture of 

Charlemagne.  Do you agree? 

5. Considering this Life as a biography, what are its strengths and weaknesses?  What is there 

and what is not? 

6. Rather than create an “epic,” heroic figure, Einhard kept Charlemagne human by stressing his 

moral qualities: patience, perseverance, courage, adaptability, magnanimity.  Comment. 

7. Einhard sought to achieve a stately, classical style.  Do you think he succeded? 

8. If you had to rely on Einhard alone, could you argue for a "Renaissance" in the Carolingian 

period? 

Session 8: Beowulf 

1. What stylistic and narrative devices hold Beowulf’s structure together? 

2. Identify instances of alliteration in Beowulf and tell how they advance the poet’s purposes. 

3. Critics have noted that Beowulf is built on sets of three.  Identity them. 

4. How does the poet use images of light and dark? 

5. Where do you find traces of the “real world” in Beowulf and why are they there? 

6. There has been much debate over whether Beowulf is an oral or written poem.  What evidence 

can you find for each position? What is at stake in the discussion? 

7. What essential aspects of a Germanic ethos can you discern in Beowulf? 

8. Some say that Beowulf is a thoroughly Christian poem while other argue that it has no more 

than a late Christian veneer.  What do you think? 

9. Beowulf seems to reflect tensions between kinship and lordship.  Discuss. 

10. Who would have been Beowulf’s audience? 

11. Are women central or incidental to the story? 

 



 

 

Session 11: The Song of Roland 

1. In what ways is Roland a heroic figure?  How is he like and unlike Beowulf? 

2. How does Einhard's Charlemagne compare with the Roland poet's? 

3. What can you infer about western knowledge of, and attitudes about, Islam from Roland? 

4. What predominant traits of a male ethos can you extract from Roland? 

5. Discuss the place of women in Roland. 

6. What can you infer about the spirituality of the French male aristocracy from Roland? 

7. Whom do you envision as the audience for Roland? 

8. Compare the grievances of Achilles and Ganelon. 

9. Critics suggest that the poem is a lengthy reflection on mésure and demésure. Do you agree? 

10. Point to examples where the poet uses the laisse structure as a narrative device. 

11. Is the language of the poem elegant and elevated? 

12. It has been suggested that Roland is structured around reciprocating scenes.  Do you agree? 

Session 14: Chrétien de Troyes, Lancelot: The Knight of the Cart 

1. How does The Knight of the Cart exemplify the forms and themes of “Romance”? 

2. Compare and contrast Lancelot and Beowulf. 

3. Compare and contrast Lancelot and Roland. 

4. Compare and contrast King Arthur with Einhard’s and Roland’s Charlemagne. 

5. What can you infer about the place of women in twelfth-century society from The Knight of 

the Cart? 

6. What chivalric values are present in The Knight of the Cart? 

7. Does Christianity impose itself on The Knight of the Cart?  Is the story essentially 

non-religious?  Is it in any way anti-religious? 

8. Does Chrétien’s language–his style, vocabulary, diction–reveal anything about his purposes? 

9. Is Lancelot so shot through with irony and humor that it mocks the conventions of courtly 

love? 

Session 17: Augustine, Cassiodorus, Alcuin 

1. Who requires instruction in Christian doctrine, and why? 

2. Why is understanding the Scriptures “arduous work”? 

3. What does Augustine mean by “to use” and “to enjoy”? 

4. What are the theological and social implications of Augustine’s statement “Neither does 

anyone hate his body”? 

5. What is the point and purpose of Cassiodorus’ books on Divine and Human Letters?  How are 

these books structured and organized? 

6. For whom does it appear that Cassiodorus prepared his Human Letters?   

7. What kind of a work is Alcuin’s Dialogue?  It is addressed to King Pippin.  Who else might 

have made use of it?  Why?  How? 



 

 

Session 20: Saints. 

1. Why would early Christian communities have read an account like the Passion of Perpetua 

and Felicity? 

2. What can you discern from the Passion about the encounter between Christianity and the 

Roman State? 

3. What kinds of things can you learn about the daily lives and ordinary practices of late antique 

Christians from the Passion? 

4. Why was Martin always a “misfit”? 

5. How as Martin like, and unlike, a typical late antique bishop? 

6. What role(s) do miracles play in the Life? 

7. Discuss the Life of Martin as a literary text.  Comment on its style and language.  How is it 

structured?  To what kind of audience(s) might it have been addressed?  Is the work a 

biography?  Comment on the work as hagiography. 

8. How does Thomas of Celano portray Francis?  That is, what aspects of his character does he 

hold up for emulation.  To whom do you imagine that this Life might havfe been 

addressed? 

9. Why does Thomas of Celano discuss Francis’ interaction with the natural world? Whether true 

or false, what point(s) might readers have been expected to draw from this narrative? 

10. Can you, on the basis of Thomas’ account, explain how Francis became the leader of a vast 

movement? 

Session 23: The Rule of St. Benedict 

1. Some have seen the Rule as an essentially communal document (let us say, horizontal) while 

others see it as hierarchical (let us say, vertical).  Does one of these interpretations seem 

particularly convincing to you? 

2. As far as you can tell, what sources does Benedict draw upon in writing his Rule?  How does 

he use those sources? 

3. Comment on the language of the Rule.  Is it law-like and legislative, hortatory, inspirational, 

spiritual, conversational...? 

4. How do you envision Benedict’s abbot?  Is he a boss, a ruler, a father-figure? 

5. The Benedictine “vows” are obedience, stability, and conversion.  How are these implemented 

by the Rule? 

6. Do the Benedictine vows contribute to building a strong community? 

7. If you were trying to establish a strong sense of community in a particular setting, what 

elements of Benedict’s Rule would you adopt?  What elements would you adapt?  Do 

you detect important elements that are missing from Benedict’s Rule? 

8. Does life under the Rule strike you as one of moral abdication or of purposeful submission?   

 



 

 

Session 26 Papal Documents 

1. What role(s) did Roman emperors play in advancing and hindering the authority of the Roman 

papacy? 

2. Explain “Gelasian Dualism.”  What changes did this doctrine experience across the Middle 

Ages? 

3. Granted that the “Donation of Constantine” is a forgery, what can be learned from it about the 

eighth-century papacy’s conception of its office, rights, privileges, and responsibilities? 

How much of the document is based on facts (as far as you can tell)? 

4. Do the claims of Pope Nicholas I seem consistent with earlier papal teachings or do you detect 

in his words some advance in the pope’s conception of his office? 

5. Is Alexander II strictly  “Gelasian” in his views of kingship and priesthood?   

6. From the exchanges between Gregory VII and Henry can you discern the issues, both practical 

and theoretical, in the “Investiture Controversy”? 

7. Gregory VII has been called a traditionalist, a radical, and even a revolutionary.  Based on 

your reading of his documents, and of those of earlier popes, how would you evaluate 

him? 

8. What central ideas guided Innocent III’s views of the papal office, in particular with regard to 

the rights of princes? 

9. What fundamental issues were at stake in the quarrels between Boniface VIII and King Philip 

IV of France?  Were Boniface’s views significantly different than those of Gregory VII 

or Innocent III? 

10. The Bull Unam Sanctam has been called the utmost statement of papal power and pretension 

before the First Vatican Council.  In light of medieval views of the papal office, how 

radical or traditional was Boniface? 

Session 29: The Story of Abelard’s Adversities. 

1. How does Abelard’s career exemplify the idea of the “wandering scholar”?  Why is this 

important? 

2. Take envy or ambition as themes for discussing Abelard’s life. 

3. What was the problem of Universals? Why was this important? 

4. What impressions can you form from Abelard’s Misfortunes of academic life in twelfth- 

century Paris?   What can you discern from the Misfortunes about modes of teaching and 

learning?  What sense does th text give you of the increasing role of logic in the schools? 

5. How does Abelard portray Heloise in their love affair?  Is his picture credible?  How do you 

imagine that Heloise might have told the story? 

6. Abelard portrays himself as a threat.  Is this self-serving?  To whom, or in what ways, was he 

a threat? 



 

 

7 Abelard portrays himself as a victim.  Is this fair?  Did he bring about his own 

condemnations? 

Session 35: Thomas Aquinas 

1. How is a thomistic argument structured (note particularly Thomas’s discussion of God’s 

existence)?  What is gained or lost by the use of this kind of structure?  What are the 

historical roots of this structure? 

2. What roles does Thomas allot to reason and to faith? 

3. Why does Thomas believe that reason and faith cannot contradict one another? 

4. Are you convinced by Thomas’s proof(s) for the existence of God?  Why, or why not? 

5. What, according to Thomas, is the source of evil? 

6. What, according to Thomas, is sensuality?  What are its sources?  What are its powers? 

7. How does Thomas differentiate between happiness and pleasure? 

8. How is it, according to Thomas, that a king can rule a “perfect society” and that “rule by one” 

is the best form of government?  How might Popes Gregory VII or Innocent III have 

evaluated Thomas’ argument? 

9. What is law, and how many kinds of law are there? 

10. How do natural law and human law differ? 

Session 38: Dante, Selections from the Divine Comedy 

1. One great Dante scholar called the Comedy "the work of a scholar, poet, political 

commentator, literary critic and prophet, with perhaps something of the gossip columnist 

as well."  Could you write an essay based on any one of these descriptions. 

2. Ezra Pound called the Comedy a "supremely elaborated metaphor of life."  To what extent do 

you think this is true of the Inferno? 

3. It has often puzzled and amazed commentators on Dante that so rigidly structured a work as 

the Comedy can exhibit such exuberant poetic passion.  Comment. 

4. John Ciardi called the Comedy "an exhortation to godliness." Based on your reading, do you 

agree?  

5. What are the precise elements of the moral framework outlined in the Inferno?  Does the 

Paradiso reward what the Inferno punishes? 

6. Can you work out a coherent political ideal from the Comedy? 

7. John Ciardi says that Dante invites us to make a comparison between the stories of Paolo and 

Francesca on the one hand  and Ruggieri and Ugolini on the other.  Make the 

comparison. 

8. Dante seems to say that Hell is governed by the law of symbolic retribution.  Comment. 

9. In what ways can Dante be seen as a scholastic scholar of his age? 



 

 

10. Are the roles of Virgil and Beatrice congruent and balanced? 

11. The power of love as a metaphor in the Paradiso is clear.  Can you find it in the Inferno? 

12. Why did Dante call this work Commedia? 

Session 41: Petrarch and Boccaccio 

1. “Petrarch was a great lyric poet but also a gifted psychologist.”  Comment. 

2. “Petrarch was one of the great ironists, capable of standing back from himself with a sense of 

wonder and objectivity, amusement and pain.”  Comment. 

3. The Decameron may be viewed in at least three ways: 1) As a group portrait of the age; 2) as a 

lesson in how to tell stories; 3) as proof that the new vernacular could rival Latin as a 

prose medium.  Comment on one of them. 

4. What kinds of things can be learned about the Black Death from Boccaccio’s “Introduction”? 

5. How does Boccaccio use the story of Madonna Oretta (6.1) to talk about the art and craft of 

story-telling? 

6. Is Boccaccio religious, or irreligious, or antireligious? 

7. Discuss the women you have encountered in Boccaccio’s stories: Are they powerful or 

powerless?  Actors or acted upon?  Credible or not as human specimens? 

8. Discuss Boccaccio’s style and language.  What are their most salient characteristics? Is the 

work a stylistic hodge-podge?  Does the work blend styles effectively?  Do langauge and 

style heighten the irony of the work? 

Session 43: Geoffrey Chaucer, Selections from the Canterbury Tales 
1. Compare and contrast the “frames” of the Decameron and the Canterbury Tales. 

2. Compare and contrast Boccaccio’s and Chaucer’s Griselde. 

3. “Though profoundly political in their implications, the Tales offer no comment on 

contemporary politics.”  Discuss. 

4. “A major project in the Tales is the testing of traditional values.”  Comment. 

5. Place the Wife of Bath’s Tale into dialogue with the Clerk’s Tale. 

6. Here are some terms that might be applied to the Tales you have read: amoral cleverness, 

comic inversion, exaggeration, parody.  Take one of them as an interpretive theme and 

apply it, as far as you can, to the Tales you have read. 

7. In 1513 Gavin Douglas called Chaucer “all womanis frend.”  Does you reading support this 

contention? 



 

 

Grading Standards for Discussion Sections  

World of the Middle Ages 
 

Students often have questions about how their participation in discussion sections 

will be evaluated and assessed. Accordingly, weekly marks will be entered for each 

student according to the following scale: 

 

0 Absent 

1 Present. Does not voluntarily contribute. Has difficulty responding when 

called on. Shows little interest and gives no clear evidence of having 

completed the assigned reading. 

2 Occasionally participates voluntarily. Can respond minimally if called on. 

Demonstrates very basic preparation of essential facts but gives no 

evidence of careful, critical thought about the reading and the problems it 

raises. Shows modest interest and gives evidence of having completed 

only some of the reading. 

3 Participates often. Offers to participate and/or responds effectively when 

called on. Knows basic information but can offer interpretations, analyses, 

critical reflections. Responds to other students' points. Shows real interest 

and gives evidence of having completed the reading with a high degree of 

understanding and comprehension. 

4 Participates all the time, without having to be called on. Responds both to 

issues raised by the discussion leader and points raised by other students. 

Knows how to work in a discussion-based environment: Keeps to the 

point; helps to keep others (even the teacher!) on the point; sees when it is 

time to move to a new issue. Consistently displays careful, critical, 

analytical reading of the weekly assignments. 

 

Basically, students can assume that the numbers on this chart can be translated into letter grades 

ranging from F (0) to A (4).  The professor and tutors expect that students will improve over the 

course of the term, that anyone can have a bad day, and that even the most diligent student will 

find some readings easier to understand and discuss than others.  Thus, these numbers are 

objective guidelines more than hard and fast rules. 


