
Saints, Monsters, and Animals in the Middle Ages English 791x, Section ET6 (aka, English 7120)
Tuesday 6:30-8:10pm Room Number Boylan 2307
Professor Karl Steel Contact Information ksteel@brooklyn.cuny.edu718-951-5000 x6224
Office Boylan 2157 Office Hour Tuesday 4:30 – 5:30; and by appointment

“For anyone who doubts that a horse is by its very nature better than wood, and that a human being is 
more excellent than a horse, should not even be called a human being.”

Anselm, Monologion

Despite the insights of evolutionary biology, and critiques of the autonomy of the soul, self, and language 
based in psychoanalysis, deconstruction, and various historical methodologies, literary criticism and 
philosophy have persisted in considering humans as fundamentally distinct from all other worldly life. 
The Christian Middle Ages, with its insistence on the linguistic, rational, and ethical particularity of 
human life, is a key source of such dominant conceptions of the human, but its literary works may also 
model ways to reconceive our humanity more generously. By reading medieval works from a variety of 
genres, we will track the the multiple and shifting edges of humanity as it abuts on, and mixes with, the 
super-, sub-, and extrahuman, to seek to describe a posthumanism worthy of the name. 

Course Goals. You will learn:
• To develop arguments based on close reading and the historical and intellectual contexts of literary 

works and to express these arguments in writing.
• To research using academic databases and specialized print resources.
• To develop a good research question.
• To build a focused written argument over several pages.

Texts
Bell, David N., ed. and trans. Wholly Animals: A Book of Beastly Tales. Cistercian Publications. ISBN: 

0879073284.
Chrétien de Troyes. Yvain, Burton Raffel, trans., Yale UP, ISBN: 0300038380.
Geoffrey of Monmouth. The Vita Merlini, John Jay Parry, trans. Bibliobazaar, ISBN: 1437504884.
The Travels of Sir John Mandeville, C.W.R.D., Moseley trans. Penguin, ISBN: 0140444351.
Sconduto, Leslie A., ed. and trans. Guillaume De Palerne: An English Translation of the 12th-Century 

French Verse Romance, McFarland & Co., ISBN: 0786419644.
A great many readings are online: use the hyperlinks on the pdf version of the syllabus to access them.

Requirements
Participation (10%): I will track how often you participate productively in class discussion. Half the 
participation grade will come from very short in class writing assignments given at the end of each class 
period. Class participation is most productive when it focuses on some particular aspect of the text (more 
focused is better!). I will strive to include students who are reluctant to talk and guide you all in how to 
ask good questions. Disruptive class behavior will hurt your grade. If I see you texting, I will call on you 
and expect you to know the answer to whatever question I pose.
Short Papers (15%; 20%; optional extra credit: 5%): You will write 2 short papers, each of which will be 
roughly 4-5 pages long (1000-1500 words), graded on grammar and accuracy, the organization of the 
argument, and the argument itself. You may also write a short extra credit paper, roughly 3 pages long 
(750-900 words). The first paper is due on or before 6:30pm on Tuesday, February 23rd. 
Response Papers (10%): By 6:30pm on Tuesday, May 18th, you will have turned in 5 one-page (roughly 
250-300 words apiece) papers, each a critical response to some aspect of the course reading for the day 
you submit it. You can turn in only one response per class period; you may not turn in a response paper on 
the same day as a short paper; I will accept papers only on Tuesdays in which the class meets; and the 
first response paper is due by 6:30pm on Tuesday, February 23rd: plan your responses carefully. Each 
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response paper is worth 2% of your grade; however, your grade will be penalized 5% for each missing 
response. 
Brief Article Summary (5%): On May 11th, half the class will turn in a brief summary of the argument of a 
critical animal theory article, and on May 18th, the remainder of the class will do the same. Using 
guidelines provided by me, you are each expected to use the Brooklyn College library and its services 
(perhaps including ILL) to find a suitable article to summarize.
Prospectus (10%): You will write a one page, single-spaced description of the paper you plan to write, 
concentrating on explaining your research question, your thesis, and how you plan to organize your 
argument. The second page of your prospectus will be a list of eight relevant secondary sources, properly 
formatted according to either MLA or Chicago citation style conventions, with a brief (2- or 3-sentence) 
summary of one of these.
Final Paper (30%): You will write a critical and argumentative paper, roughly 7-10 pages (1750-3000 
words), that puts one or more of the course texts in conversation with some aspect of critical animal 
studies or related concerns. I expect this to be an extended revision of one of your short papers.

Further details of each of the above assignments will be distributed in class. Note that I give numerical 
grades (not letter grades) for assignments, and that I grade on an absolute scale rather than a curve. Unless 
otherwise indicated, assignments cannot be revised and resubmitted.

Missing and Late Work and Absences
It should go without saying, but every assignment must be turned in. To encourage you to do so, for every 
missing assignment, I will assign a penalty to your final grade at least equal to ½ of the assignment's 
weight. This penalty is in addition to the penalty already assigned as a result of the missing assignment 
(note that the penalty for missing response papers is more severe).  Late work will suffer a 20% penalty 
for the first day that it is late. Thereafter it loses 5% every day, until it loses a maximum of 50% of its 
value. I will apply this penalty after I grade the paper. I define a “day” as beginning thirty minutes after 
class begins, that is, at 7:00pm. You are allowed one absence without penalty. Each absence after the first 
results in a 2% penalty to your overall grade.

Nonattendance because of religious beliefs
Title I, Article 5, Section 224-a of the New York State Education Law provides that:
“1. No person shall be expelled from or be refused admission as a student to an institution of higher 
education for the reason that he [or she] is unable, because of his [or her] religious beliefs, to attend 
classes or to participate in any examination, study or work requirements on a particular day or days.
“2. Any student in an institution of higher education who is unable, because of his [or her] religious 
beliefs, to attend classes on a particular day or days shall, because of such absence on the particular day or 
days, be excused from any examination or any study or work requirements.
“3. It shall be the responsibility of the faculty and of the administrative officials of each institution of 
higher education to make available to each student who is absent from school, because of his [or her] 
religious beliefs, an equivalent opportunity to make up any examination, study or work requirements 
which he [or she] may have missed because of such absence on any particular day or days. No fees of any 
kind shall be charged by the institution for making available to the said student such equivalent 
opportunity. 
“4. If classes, examinations, study or work requirements are held on Friday after four o’clock post 
meridian or on Saturday, similar or makeup classes, examinations, study or work requirements shall be 
made available on other days, where it is possible and practicable to do so. No special fees shall be 
charged to the student for these classes, examinations, study or work requirements held on other days.
“5. In effectuating the provisions of this section, it shall be the duty of the faculty and of the 
administrative officials of each institution of higher education to exercise the fullest measure of good 
faith. No adverse or prejudicial effects shall result to any student because of his [or her] availing himself 
[or herself] of the provisions of this section.



“6. Any student, who is aggrieved by the alleged failure of any faculty or administrative officials to 
comply in good faith with the provisions of this section, shall be entitled to maintain an action or 
proceeding in the supreme court of the county in which such institution of higher education is located for 
the enforcement of his [or her] rights under this section.”

Plagiarism
The faculty and administration of Brooklyn College support an environment free from cheating and 
plagiarism. Each student is responsible for being aware of what constitutes cheating and plagiarism and 
for avoiding both. The complete text of the CUNY Academic Integrity Policy and the Brooklyn College 
procedure for implementing that policy can be found at this site: http://www.brooklyn.cuny.edu/bc/ 
policies. If a faculty member suspects a violation of academic integrity and, upon investigation, confirms 
that violation, or if the student admits the violation, the faculty member MUST report the violation. 
Plagiarism includes submitting papers or portions of papers from the Internet as your own work and 
including unattributed portions or paraphrases of online papers or encyclopedias in your papers. If you 
are panicking and think you might plagiarize, please speak to me before you tempt fate.

Electronic Communications
I will regularly use email to send out announcements, changes in the syllabus, reminders about due dates, 
etc. It is your responsibility to check e-mail regularly to keep up-to-date. I will use the email address you 
have listed with the College. Therefore, please make sure that this is indeed the correct address. I am 
happy to discuss questions about course requirements or readings over email. Expect responses no sooner 
than twenty-four hours after sending your email. You are encouraged to email me your assignments in 
either .doc, .rtf, or .odt formats (.docx is fine, but not preferred). You are expected to communicate 
professionally and to spell my name correctly. My email back to you stating that I received the file and 
can open it proves that you turned the assignment in.

Disabilities

In order to receive disability-related academic accommodations students must first be registered with the 
Center for Student Disability Services. Students who have a documented disability or suspect they may 
have a disability are invited to set up an appointment with the Director of the Center for Student 
Disability Services, Ms. Valerie Stewart-Lovell at 718-951-5538. If you have already registered with the 
Center for Student Disability Services please provide your professor with the course accommodation form 
and discuss your specific accommodation with him. 
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February

TUES 2 Introduction: Background to the Middle Ages and Critical Animal Theory

TUES 9 Christian Foundations: Genesis Chapters 1-3; Psalms 73:12-17 (DRV) (note: this is 
Psalms 74 in most other versions of the Bible); Augustine, The City of God, I.20; Old 
English version of Basil, Hexameron, Henry Wilkins Norman, ed. and trans.; Secondary 
Reading: Cary Wolfe, “Human, All Too Human: 'Animal Studies' and the Humanities” 
PMLA 124.2 (2009): 564-75 and Bruce Holsinger, “Of Pigs and Parchment: Medieval 
Studies and the Coming of the Animal,”   PMLA   124.2 (2009): 616-23  : EBSCOhost. 
Recommended: Lynn White, Jr., “The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis,” Science 
155.3767 (1967): 1203-1207, JSTOR.

TUES 16 Abandoned Possibilities: Plutarch, "Gryllus"; Sextus Empiricus on Animal Reason 
(Outlines of Skepticism, 18-21 (sections 62-74); Endelechius, “On the Deaths of Cows” 
and Prudentius Natalicia 20, ll. 312-87 (from Early Christian Latin Poets 57-58, 63-66, 
70-75, via eBrary); Numbers 22:1-41; Acts of Peter IX-XI; Acts of Phillip VIII; Henry of 
Livonia, Chronicle, 27-28, Section 10; Gerald of Wales, "Crowning an Irish King," from 
The History and Topography of Ireland, O'Meara trans., 109-110; Secondary Reading: 
Erica Fudge, “Two Ethics: Killing Animals in the Past and the Present,” Killing Animals, 
99-119, 
(2.17: last day to drop a course w/out a grade)

TUES 23 Studying Nature/Nature Studying Us: Bestiary (entries on dog, horse, hyena, manticore, 
and any two others of your own choosing); The Owl and the Nightingale (trans. pp. 152-
181 [257-85 of pdf]); Secondary Reading: Monica Brzezinski Potkay, “Natural Law in 
'The Owl and the Nightingale,'” The Chaucer Review 28.4 (1994): 368-83, JSTOR. 
First Short Paper Due by Now.
The first Response Paper Due by Now.  Remember:  you cannot turn in both papers on the 
same day.
(2.25: last day to file for Absentee, Language, and Comp Exams)

March

TUES 2 Holy Compassion and Confusion: Bell, Wholly Animals; Gregory the Great, Life of St. 
Benedict, pp. 7-12 (from Terrence G. Kardong, trans., The Life of St. Benedict); Secondary 
Reading: Caroline Walker Bynum, “Wonder,” The American Historical Review 102.1 
(1997): 1-26, via JSTOR.

TUES 9 Monsters: Liber monstrorum (from Andy Orchard ed. and trans., Pride and Prodigies, 255-
317; Geoffrey of Auxerre, On the Apocalypse, Joseph Gibbons, trans., 139-57; Gerald of 
Wales, History and Topography of Ireland, John O'Meara trans., 69-77 (coursepack); 
Ratramnus of Corbie's Letter on the Cynocephali (from Paul Edward Dutton, trans., 
Carolingian Civilization: A Reader, 2nd Ed., 452-55, coursepack); Cursor Mundi on the 
"Conversion of Monsters," ll. 8069-8132. Secondary Reading: Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, 
“Monster Culture (Seven Theses),” Monster Theory: Reading Culture, 3-25 via eBrary.
(3.11: deadline for scholarship application)

TUES 16 Into the Wild 1: William of Palerne (pages t.b.d.). Secondary Reading: Donna J. Haraway, 
“When Species Meet: Introductions,” When Species Meet, 3-42, 302-23, coursepack.
(3.15: last day to file for Spring 10 Graduation)

TUES 23 Into the Wild 2: William of Palerne. Secondary Reading: Jacques Derrida, “The Animal 
that Therefore I Am (More to Follow),” The Animal That Therefore I am, 1-51

April
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TUES 13 Yvain. Secondary Reading: Carol J. Adams, “The War on Compassion,” The Feminist Care 
Tradition in Animal Ethics, 21-36

TUES 20 Into the Wild 3: Vita Merlini. Secondary Reading: Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, “Inventing with 
Animals in the Middle Ages,” Engaging with Nature: Essays on the Natural World in  
Medieval and Early Modern Europe, 39-62. (4.20: last day to apply for withdrawal (W) 
from course) 

TUES 27 Dogs: 'Canis Legend' from Killis Campbell, ed., The Seven Sages of Rome, lxxviii-lxxxii, 
26-32, ll. 775-944, Sidney Herrtage, ed., Early English Versions of the Gesta Romanorum, 
98-99, “The Queen of France and the Unfaithful Husband” (from Medieval German Tales 
in English Translation), and Stephen of Bourbon, on “St. Guinefort,” from De 
Superstitione; Marie de France, “Bisclavret.” Secondary Reading: Emmanuel Lévinas, 
“The Name of a Dog, or Natural Rights,” Difficult Freedom, 151-53. H. Peter Steeves, 
“Lost Dog, or, Lévinas Faces the Animal,” Figuring Animals: Essays on Animal Images in 
Art, Literature, Philosophy, and Popular Culture, 21-35
Second Short Paper Due by Now.

May

TUES 4 Monstrous Origins: Ovid, Heroides XIV, “Hypermestra to Lynceus”; Ruth Evans, 
“Gigantic Origins: An Annotated Translation of De Origine Gigantum,” Arthurian 
Literature 16 (1998): 197-211.  Secondary Reading: Julie Kristeva, “The Greeks among 
Barbarians, Suppliants, and Metics,” from Strangers to Ourselves.
Brief Article Summary due for half of the class.

TUES 11 The Travels of Sir John Mandeville. 43-115. Secondary Reading: critical animal theory 
article of your choice. 
Brief Article Summary due for half of the class.

TUES 18 The Travels of Sir John Mandeville. 116-190 Secondary Reading: critical animal theory 
article of your choice. 
Brief Article Summary due for the other half of the class.
Extra Credit Paper Due By Now.
Fifth Response Paper Due By Now.

TUES 25 Secondary Reading: Karl Steel, “Epilogue,” How to Make a Human (I'll make this 
available as a pdf by May 4th). Prospectus Due.

SUN 30 Final Papers Due by Midnight
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