
Middle English
Literature
Matthew Boyd Goldie

A HISTORICAL
SOURCEBOOK





Middle English Literature





Middle English
Literature
Matthew Boyd Goldie

A HISTORICAL
SOURCEBOOK



© 2003 by Matthew Boyd Goldie

350 Main Street, Malden, MA 02148-5018, USA
108 Cowley Road, Oxford OX4 1JF, UK
550 Swanston Street, Carlton South, Melbourne, Victoria 3053, Australia
Kurfürstendamm 57, 10707 Berlin, Germany

The right of Matthew Boyd Goldie to be identified as the Author of this
Work has been asserted in accordance with the UK Copyright, Designs, and
Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in
a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic,
mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, except as permitted by
the UK Copyright, Designs, and Patents Act 1988, without the prior
permission of the publisher.

First published 2003 by Blackwell Publishing Ltd

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data has been applied for.

ISBN 0-631-23147-1 (hardback); ISBN 0-631-23148-X (paperback)

A catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.

Set in 10/12.5pt Galliard
by Graphicraft Limited, Hong Kong
Printed and bound in the United Kingdom
by MPG Books Ltd, Bodmin, Cornwall

For further information on
Blackwell Publishing, visit our website:
http://www.blackwellpublishing.com



Contents

List of Literary Works and Related Topics viii
Table of Dates, 1325–1500 xvi
List of Plates xxiii
Acknowledgments xxv
Map xxviii
Introduction xxix

1 Conventions and Institutions 1

Benedictine Rule 1
Friars 7
Humors 13
Marriage 21
Pilgrimage 32
Prioresses 37

2 Force and Order 46

Battle of Agincourt 46
The English and England 50
Lollardy Trials 59
Usurpation 69

3 Gender, Sexuality, and Difference 88

Amazons 88
Chastity, Marriage, Widowhood, and Virginity 93



The Far East 99
God’s Unknowability 110
Lechers and Sodomites 114
Saracens 118
Women: Margaret Paston 126

4 Images 133

Lovell Lectionary 133
Anne of Burgundy, duchess of Bedford, before St. Anne 135
Geoffrey Chaucer, Canterbury Tales (Ellesmere) 137
Geoffrey Chaucer, Canterbury Tales (Hengwrt) 139
Chaucer portrait: Thomas Hoccleve, Regiment of Princes 141
Geoffrey Chaucer, Troilus and Criseyde 143
Court of King’s Bench 145
“Miracle of the Boy Singer” 147
New College, Oxford University 149
Revolt: Jean Froissart, Chroniques 151
Richard II presented to the Virgin and Christ 152
Royal Benefactors 154

5 Labor and Capital 156

Guilds 156
Ordinance and Statute of Laborers 163
Pestilence 169
The Revolt 175

6 Style and Spectacle 190

Feasts 190
The Hunt 197
Pageants 204
Processions 209
Sumptuary 215
Tournaments 224

7 Textualities 232

Audience Reactions to Sermons 232
Books 235
Censorship 242

vi Contents



Enarratio (Analysis and Exposition of Texts) 249
The English Language 259
Plays and Representations 262

Appendix: Currency, Income, Prices; Measures 273
Glossary 277
Bibliography 284
Index 288

Contents vii



Literary Works and
Related Topics

Alliterative Morte Battle of Agincourt 46
Arthure The English and England 50

Castle of Perseverance Lechers and Sodomites 114
Pageants 204
Pilgrimage 32
Plays and Representations 262

Caxton, Prologues Books 235
Enarratio (Analysis and Exposition of Texts) 249
The English Language 259

Chaucer, Book of Enarratio (Analysis and Exposition of Texts) 249
the Duchess The Hunt 197

Pestilence 169
Chaucer, Canterbury Benedictine Rule 1

Tales, GP Books 235
Geoffrey Chaucer, Canterbury Tales

(Ellesmere) 137
Geoffrey Chaucer, Canterbury Tales

(Hengwrt) 139
Chaucer portrait: Thomas Hoccleve,

Regiment of Princes 141
Friars 7
Guilds 156
Humors 13
Lechers and Sodomites 114
Pilgrimage 32
Prioresses 37
Pestilence 169
Sumptuary 215



Chaucer, Canterbury Amazons 88
Tales, Kt Battle of Agincourt 46

The Hunt 197
Processions 209
Tournaments 224

Chaucer, Canterbury Chastity, Marriage, Widowhood, and
Tales, Mi Virginity 93

Lechers and Sodomites 114
Marriage 21

Chaucer, Canterbury Chastity, Marriage, Widowhood, and
Tales, Re Virginity 93

Lechers and Sodomites 114
Chaucer, Canterbury Chastity, Marriage, Widowhood, and

Tales, Ck Virginity 93
Lechers and Sodomites 114
Marriage 21

Chaucer, Canterbury Chastity, Marriage, Widowhood, and
Tales, ML Virginity 93

The Far East 99
Lollardy Trials 59
Marriage 21
“Miracle of the Boy Singer” 147
Saracens 118

Chaucer, Canterbury Anne of Burgundy, duchess of Bedford,
Tales, WB before St. Anne 135

Audience Reactions to Sermons 232
Books 235
Chastity, Marriage, Widowhood,

and Virginity 93
Enarratio (Analysis and Exposition of Texts) 249
Lechers and Sodomites 114
Marriage 21
Women: Margaret Paston 126

Chaucer, Canterbury Audience Reactions to Sermons 232
Tales, Fr Friars 7

Chaucer, Canterbury Audience Reactions to Sermons 232
Tales, Su Enarratio (Analysis and Exposition of Texts) 249

Friars 7
Lechers and Sodomites 114

Chaucer, Canterbury Chastity, Marriage, Widowhood, and
Tales, Cl Virginity 93

Marriage 21
Sumptuary 215

Literary Works and Texts ix



Chaucer, Canterbury Chastity, Marriage, Widowhood, and
Tales, Me Virginity 93

Feasts 190
Lechers and Sodomites 114
Marriage 21

Chaucer, Canterbury The Far East 99
Tales, Sq

Chaucer, Canterbury Chastity, Marriage, Widowhood, and
Tales, Fk Virginity 93

Marriage 21
Chaucer, Canterbury Feasts 190

Tales, Ph
Chaucer, Canterbury Audience Reactions to Sermons 232

Tales, Pd Enarratio (Analysis and Exposition of Texts) 249
Lechers and Sodomites 114
Pestilence 169
Pilgrimage 32

Chaucer, Canterbury Chastity, Marriage, Widowhood, and
Tales, Sh Virginity 93

Lechers and Sodomites 114
Marriage 21

Chaucer, Canterbury Amazons 88
Tales, Pr The Far East 99

“Miracle of the Boy Singer” 147
Prioresses 37

Chaucer, Canterbury Chaucer portrait: Thomas Hoccleve,
Tales, Th Regiment of Princes 141

The English Language 259
The Hunt 197
Sumptuary 215
Tournaments 224

Chaucer, Canterbury Battle of Agincourt 46
Tales, Mel Chastity, Marriage, Widowhood, and

Virginity 93
The English and England 50
Marriage 21

Chaucer, Canterbury Benedictine Rule 1
Tales, Mk

Chaucer, Canterbury Humors 13
Tales, NP Marriage 21

The Revolt 175
Revolt: Jean Froissart, Chroniques 151

x Literary Works and Texts



Literary Works and Texts xi

Chaucer, Canterbury Chastity, Marriage, Widowhood, and
Tales, SN Virginity 93

“Miracle of the Boy Singer” 147
Richard II presented to the Virgin and Christ 152

Chaucer, Canterbury Guilds 156
Tales, CY Humors 13

Pilgrimage 32
Chaucer, Canterbury Censorship 242

Tales, Mc Enarratio (Analysis and Exposition of Texts) 249
Plays and Representations 262

Chaucer, Canterbury Enarratio (Analysis and Exposition of Texts) 249
Tales, Ps Feasts 190

Marriage 21
Pilgrimage 32
Sumptuary 215

Chaucer, Canterbury Censorship 242
Tales, Rt Enarratio (Analysis and Exposition of Texts) 249

Chaucer, House of Fame Audience Reactions to Sermons 232
Enarratio (Analysis and Exposition of Texts) 249

Chaucer, Legend of Anne of Burgundy, duchess of Bedford,
Good Women before St. Anne 135

Books 235
Chastity, Marriage, Widowhood, and Virginity 93
The Hunt 197
Lechers and Sodomites 114
Marriage 21

Chaucer, Parliament Chastity, Marriage, Widowhood, and
of Fowls Virginity 93

Court of King’s Bench 145
Enarratio (Analysis and Exposition of Texts) 249
Marriage 21
Ordinance and Statute of Laborers 163
The Revolt 175

Chaucer, Troilus Battle of Agincourt 46
and Criseyde Chastity, Marriage, Widowhood, and

Virginity 93
Geoffrey Chaucer, Troilus and Criseyde 143
Feasts 190
Lechers and Sodomites 114
Marriage 21
Processions 209
Tournaments 224



Chester cycle Enarratio (Analysis and Exposition of Texts) 249
“Miracle of the Boy Singer” 147
Pageants 204
Plays and Representations 262

Croxton Play of “Miracle of the Boy Singer” 147
the Sacrament Pageants 204

Plays and Representations 262
Digby plays Pageants 204

Plays and Representations 262
Douglas, Eneados Audience Reactions to Sermons 232

Books 235
The English Language 259

Everyman Pageants 204
Plays and Representations 262

Sir Gawain and the Feasts 190
Green Knight The Hunt 197

Sumptuary 215
Tournaments 224

Gower, Confessio Enarratio (Analysis and Exposition of Texts) 249
Amantis The English and England 50

The English Language 259
Lechers and Sodomites 114
Marriage 21
Ordinance and Statute of Laborers 163
Pilgrimage 32
Richard II presented to the Virgin and

Christ 152
Royal Benefactors 154
Usurpation 69

Gower, Vox Clamantis Benedictine Rule 1
Court of King’s Bench 145
Friars 7
Ordinance and Statute of Laborers 163
Prioresses 37
The Revolt 175
Revolt: Jean Froissart, Chroniques 151

Henryson, Testament Chastity, Marriage, Widowhood, and
of Cresseid Virginity 93

Lechers and Sodomites 114
Marriage 21
Processions 209

Hoccleve, La Lechers and Sodomites 114
Male Regle Sumptuary 215

xii Literary Works and Texts



Hoccleve, Chaucer portrait: Thomas Hoccleve,
Regiment of Princes Regiment of Princes 141

The English Language 259
Plays and Representations 262
Royal Benefactors 154
Sumptuary 215
Women: Margaret Paston 126

Hoccleve, Series Chaucer portrait: Thomas Hoccleve,
Regiment of Princes 141

Books 235
Humors 13

Kempe, Book Anne of Burgundy, duchess of Bedford,
before St. Anne 135

Audience Reactions to Sermons 232
Censorship 242
Chastity, Marriage, Widowhood, and

Virginity 93
Enarratio (Analysis and Exposition of Texts) 249
God’s Unknowability 110
Lollardy Trials 59
Marriage 21
Pilgrimage 32
Sumptuary 215
Women: Margaret Paston 126

Julian of Norwich, Anne of Burgundy, duchess of Bedford,
Shewings before St. Anne 135

Chastity, Marriage, Widowhood, and
Virginity 93

Enarratio (Analysis and Exposition of Texts) 249
God’s Unknowability 110

Langland, Piers Benedictine Rule 1
Plowman Censorship 242

Court of King’s Bench 145
Friars 7
God’s Unknowability 110
Guilds 156
Lechers and Sodomites 114
Lollardy Trials 59
Ordinance and Statute of Laborers 163
Pestilence 169
Pilgrimage 32
The Revolt 175
Revolt: Jean Froissart, Chroniques 151

Literary Works and Texts xiii



Lydgate, Fall of Princes Books 235
Chaucer portrait: Thomas Hoccleve,

Regiment of Princes 141
Enarratio (Analysis and Exposition of Texts) 249
Pilgrimage 32
Royal Benefactors 154

Lydgate, Siege of Thebes Amazons 88
Battle of Agincourt 46
Benedictine Rule 1
Chaucer portrait: Thomas Hoccleve,

Regiment of Princes 141
Pilgrimage 32

Lydgate, Troy Book Battle of Agincourt 46
Books 235
Chastity, Marriage, Widowhood, and

Virginity 93
Chaucer portrait: Thomas Hoccleve,

Regiment of Princes 141
Enarratio (Analysis and Exposition of Texts) 249
The English Language 259
Lechers and Sodomites 114
Royal Benefactors 154

Malory, Morte Darthur Battle of Agincourt 46
The English and England 50
Lechers and Sodomites 114
Pilgrimage 32

Mankind Audience Reactions to Sermons 232
Court of King’s Bench 114
Enarratio (Analysis and Exposition of Texts) 249
Ordinance and Statute of Laborers 163
Pageants 204
Plays and Representations 262
Sumptuary 215

Mum and the Sothsegger Friars 7
Court of King’s Bench 145
Ordinance and Statute of Laborers 163
Usurpation 69

N-Town plays Chastity, Marriage, Widowhood, and
Virginity 93

“Miracle of the Boy Singer” 147
Pageants 204
Plays and Representations 262

xiv Literary Works and Texts



Pearl Chastity, Marriage, Widowhood, and
Virginity 93

The Far East 99
God’s Unknowability 110
Pilgrimage 32

Political Poems Censorship 242
Court of King’s Bench 145
Enarratio (Analysis and Exposition of Texts) 249
The English and England 50
Friars 7
Guilds 156
Lollardy Trials 59
Ordinance and Statute of Laborers 163
The Revolt 175
Revolt: Jean Froissart, Chroniques 151
Richard II presented to the Virgin and Christ 152
Usurpation 69

Richard the Redeless Court of King’s Bench 145
Ordinance and Statute of Laborers 163
Richard II presented to the Virgin and Christ 152
Usurpation 69

Tale of Beryn Lechers and Sodomites 114
Sumptuary 215

Towneley cycle Enarratio (Analysis and Exposition of Texts) 249
The English Language 259
Marriage 21
Ordinance and Statute of Laborers 163
Pageants 204
Plays and Representations 262

Usk, Testament of Love Court of King’s Bench 145
The English Language 259
God’s Unknowability 110
Pilgrimage 32

Wisdom Marriage 21
Pageants 204
Plays and Representations 262

York cycle Guilds 156
Pageants 204
Pestilence 169
Plays and Representations 262
Processions 209
The Revolt 175

Literary Works and Texts xv



Table of Dates,
1325–1500



Table of Dates, 1325–1500 xvii

H
ist

or
ic

al
 e

ve
nt

s
13

27
D

ep
os

iti
on

 a
nd

 d
ea

th
 o

f 
E

dw
ar

d 
II

.
A

cc
es

si
on

 o
f 

E
dw

ar
d 

II
I.

13
28

E
dw

ar
d 

II
I 

m
ar

ri
es

 P
hi

lip
pa

 o
f 

H
ai

na
ul

t.
13

37
B

eg
in

ni
ng

 o
f 

H
un

dr
ed

 Y
ea

rs
’ 

W
ar

.
13

48
Fi

rs
t 

ou
tb

re
ak

 o
f 

pe
st

ile
nc

e.
13

49
O

rd
in

an
ce

 o
f 

L
ab

or
er

s.
13

51
Fi

rs
t 

St
at

ut
e 

of
 L

ab
or

er
s.

13
61

–2
Se

co
nd

 o
ut

br
ea

k 
of

 p
es

til
en

ce
.

13
63

Su
m

pt
ua

ry
 l

aw
s.

13
68

–9
T

hi
rd

 o
ut

br
ea

k 
of

 p
es

til
en

ce
.

13
69

D
ea

th
 o

f 
Ph

ili
pp

a 
of

 H
ai

na
ul

t.

13
75

Fo
ur

th
 o

ut
br

ea
k 

of
 p

es
til

en
ce

.

13
77

D
ea

th
 o

f 
E

dw
ar

d 
II

. 
A

cc
es

si
on

 o
f

R
ic

ha
rd

 I
I.

 F
ir

st
 p

ol
l 

ta
x.

13
78

B
eg

in
ni

ng
 o

f 
G

re
at

 P
ap

al
 S

ch
is

m
.

13
79

Se
co

nd
 p

ol
l 

ta
x.

13
80

T
hi

rd
 p

ol
l 

ta
x.

Li
te

ra
tu

re
ca

. 
13

00
–1

60
0

pl
ay

s
13

27
–6

0
R

an
ul

f 
H

ig
de

n,
 P

ol
yc

hr
on

ic
on

.

13
40

D
an

 M
ic

he
l, 

A
ye

nb
it

e 
of

 I
nw

it
.

13
44

–5
R

ic
ha

rd
 d

e 
B

ur
y,

 P
hi

lo
bi

bl
on

.
ca

. 1
34

9
R

ic
ha

rd
 R

ol
le

, 
T

he
 F

or
m

 o
f 

Li
vi

ng
.

ca
.  

13
50

Pr
ic

k 
of

 C
on

sc
ie

nc
e.

ca
. 

13
54

W
yc

lif
 a

rr
iv

es
 i

n 
O

xf
or

d.
ca

. 
13

56
–7

Si
r 

Jo
hn

 M
an

de
vi

lle
, 

T
ra

ve
ls.

13
57

R
ic

ha
rd

 F
itz

R
al

ph
 p

re
ac

he
s 

hi
s D

ef
en

sio
 C

ur
at

or
um

.
ca

. 
13

62
W

ill
ia

m
 L

an
gl

an
d,

 P
ie

rs
 P

lo
w

m
an

 A
-t

ex
t.

13
69

–1
40

0
Je

an
 F

ro
is

sa
rt

, 
C

hr
on

ic
le

s.
ca

. 
13

70
G

eo
ffr

ey
 C

ha
uc

er
, 

B
oo

k 
of

 t
he

 D
uc

he
ss.

13
71

–2
G

eo
ffr

ey
 d

e 
la

 T
ou

r-
L

an
dr

y,
 B

oo
k 

of
 t

he
 K

ni
gh

t 
of

La
 T

ou
r-

La
nd

ry
.

ca
.1

37
5

T
he

 B
oo

k 
of

 V
ic

es
 a

nd
 V

ir
tu

es
.

ca
. 

13
75

T
he

 C
lo

ud
 o

f 
U

nk
no

w
in

g,
 B

oo
k 

of
 P

ri
vy

 C
ou

ns
el

.
13

75
–7

Jo
hn

 B
ar

bo
ur

, 
T

he
 B

ru
ce

.
13

76
Fi

rs
t 

m
en

tio
n 

of
 Y

or
k 

C
or

pu
s 

C
hr

is
ti 

pa
ge

an
ts

.
13

77
Po

pe
 G

re
go

ry
 X

I’
s 

bu
lls

 l
is

t 
19

 e
rr

or
s 

of
 W

yc
lif

.
ca

. 
13

77
W

ill
ia

m
 L

an
gl

an
d,

 P
ie

rs
 P

lo
w

m
an

 B
-t

ex
t.

13
80

T
ho

m
as

 W
al

si
ng

ha
m

, 
A

la
n 

St
ra

yl
er

, 
T

he
 G

ol
de

n
B

oo
k 

of
 S

t.
 A

lb
an

s.
ca

. 
13

80
G

eo
ffr

ey
 C

ha
uc

er
, 

H
ou

se
 o

f 
Fa

m
e.

ca
.1

38
0–

ca
. 

13
90

Fi
rs

t 
W

yc
lif

fit
e 

B
ib

le
 i

n 
E

ng
lis

h.



xviii Table of Dates, 1325–1500

H
ist

or
ic

al
 e

ve
nt

s
13

81
R

ev
ol

t.

13
82

R
ic

ha
rd

 I
I 

m
ar

ri
es

 A
nn

e 
of

 B
oh

em
ia

.
W

yc
lif

’s
 w

ri
tin

gs
 c

on
de

m
ne

d 
at

B
la

ck
fr

ia
rs

’ 
C

ou
nc

il.

13
86

W
on

de
rf

ul
 P

ar
lia

m
en

t.
13

86
–7

G
re

at
 a

nd
 C

on
tin

ua
l 

C
ou

nc
il 

ru
le

s
E

ng
la

nd
.

13
87

–8
L

or
ds

 A
pp

el
la

nt
 c

ha
lle

ng
e 

R
ic

ha
rd

 I
I.

13
88

M
er

ci
le

ss
 P

ar
lia

m
en

t.
 T

hi
rd

 S
ta

tu
te

 o
f

L
ab

or
er

s.
 R

oy
al

 s
ta

tu
te

 r
eq

ui
ri

ng
 r

et
ur

ns
fr

om
 g

ui
ld

s.
13

89
R

ic
ha

rd
 I

I 
re

su
m

es
 p

er
so

na
l 

go
ve

rn
an

ce
.

13
94

D
ea

th
 o

f 
A

nn
e 

of
 B

oh
em

ia
.

13
95

T
w

el
ve

 C
on

cl
us

io
ns

 o
f 

Lo
lla

rd
s  

di
sp

la
ye

d
in

 L
on

do
n.

Li
te

ra
tu

re
13

80
–9

6
W

al
te

r 
H

ilt
on

, 
Sc

al
e 

of
 P

er
fe

ct
io

n,
 O

f 
M

ix
ed

 L
if

e.
13

80
–1

42
2

T
ho

m
as

 W
al

si
ng

ha
m

, 
C

hr
on

ic
a 

M
aj

or
a.

ca
. 

13
82

G
eo

ffr
ey

 C
ha

uc
er

, 
Pa

rl
ia

m
en

t 
of

 F
ow

ls.
ca

. 
13

82
–c

a.
 1

38
5

G
eo

ffr
ey

 C
ha

uc
er

, 
T

ro
ilu

s 
an

d 
C

ri
se

yd
e,

tr
an

sl
at

es
B

oe
th

iu
s.

13
84

D
ea

th
 o

f 
Jo

hn
 W

yc
lif

.
13

84
–7

T
ho

m
as

 U
sk

, 
T

es
ta

m
en

t 
of

 L
ov

e.
ca

. 
13

85
Jo

hn
 G

ow
er

, 
V

ox
 C

la
m

an
ti

s.
ca

. 
13

85
–6

G
eo

ffr
ey

 C
ha

uc
er

, 
Le

ge
nd

 o
f 

G
oo

d 
W

om
en

.
ca

. 
13

86
–c

a.
 1

39
0

Jo
hn

 G
ow

er
, 

C
on

fe
ssi

o 
A

m
an

ti
s.

13
87

Jo
hn

 T
re

vi
sa

 fi
ni

sh
es

 t
ra

ns
la

tin
g 

R
an

ul
f 

H
ig

de
n’

s
Po

ly
ch

ro
ni

co
n.

ca
. 

13
87

–1
40

0
G

eo
ffr

ey
 C

ha
uc

er
, 

C
an

te
rb

ur
y 

T
al

es
.

ca
. 

13
90

B
od

le
ia

n 
L

ib
ra

ry
 M

S 
E

ng
lis

h 
Po

et
ry

 a
.1

 (
V

er
no

n
m

an
us

cr
ip

t)
ca

. 
13

90
E

ar
lie

st
 E

ng
lis

h 
m

an
us

cr
ip

t 
of

 S
ir

 J
oh

n
M

an
de

vi
lle

’s
T

ra
ve

ls.
ca

. 
13

90
Pa

rl
ia

m
en

t 
of

 t
he

 T
hr

e 
A

ge
s, 

St
. E

rk
en

w
al

d.
ca

. 
13

90
Si

r 
G

aw
ai

n 
an

d 
th

e 
G

re
en

 K
ni

gh
t, 

Pa
ti

en
ce

,
Pe

ar
l, 

C
le

an
ne

ss.
ca

. 
13

90
W

ill
ia

m
 L

an
gl

an
d,

 P
ie

rs
 P

lo
w

m
an

 C
-t

ex
t.

ca
. 

13
90

–6
H

en
ry

 K
ni

gh
to

n,
 C

hr
on

ic
le

.
ca

. 
13

95
W

ilt
on

 D
ip

ty
ch

.



Table of Dates, 1325–1500 xix

H
ist

or
ic

al
 e

ve
nt

s
13

96
R

ic
ha

rd
 I

I 
m

ar
ri

es
 I

sa
be

lle
 o

f 
Fr

an
ce

.
13

97
R

ev
en

ge
 P

ar
lia

m
en

t.
13

98
E

xi
le

 o
f 

B
ol

in
gb

ro
ke

 a
nd

 M
ow

br
ay

.
13

99
D

ep
os

iti
on

 o
f 

R
ic

ha
rd

 I
I.

 A
cc

es
si

on
 o

f
H

en
ry

 I
V

. 
D

ea
th

 o
f 

Jo
hn

 o
f 

G
au

nt
.

14
00

–9
W

el
sh

 r
is

in
g 

of
 O

w
ai

n 
G

ly
nd

w
r.

14
01

St
at

ut
e 

D
e 

he
re

ti
co

 c
om

bu
re

nd
o,

 O
ne

 t
he

bu
rn

in
g 

of
 h

er
et

ic
s.

14
03

H
en

ry
 I

V
 m

ar
ri

es
 J

oa
n 

of
 N

av
ar

re
.

14
06

Ja
m

es
 I

 o
f 

Sc
ot

la
nd

 t
ak

en
 p

ri
so

ne
r.

14
09

Pu
bl

ic
at

io
n 

of
 A

ru
nd

el
’s

C
on

st
it

ut
io

ns
.

D
ea

th
 o

f 
Is

ab
el

le
 o

f 
Fr

an
ce

.

Li
te

ra
tu

re

13
98

Jo
hn

 T
re

vi
sa

 t
ra

ns
la

te
s 

B
at

ho
lo

m
eu

s 
A

ng
lic

us
’

D
e 

pr
op

ri
et

at
ib

us
 r

er
um

 (
O

n 
th

e 
Pr

op
er

ti
es

 o
f

T
hi

ng
s)

.
14

00
D

ea
th

 o
f 

G
eo

ffr
ey

 C
ha

uc
er

.
14

00
Jo

hn
 G

ow
er

, 
C

hr
on

ic
a 

T
ri

pa
rt

it
a.

ca
. 

14
00

A
lli

te
ra

tiv
e

M
or

te
 A

rt
hu

re
.

ca
. 

14
00

Jo
hn

 M
ir

k,
 I

ns
tr

uc
ti

on
s 

fo
r 

Pa
ri

sh
 P

ri
es

ts
.

ca
. 1

40
0

–1
0

N
ic

ho
la

s 
L

ov
e,

 M
ir

ro
r 

of
 t

he
 B

le
sse

d 
Li

fe
 o

f 
Je

su
s

C
hr

ist
.

ca
. 

14
00

–2
5

D
iv

es
 a

nd
 P

au
pe

r.
ca

. 
14

00
–2

5
C

as
tl

e 
of

 P
er

se
ve

ra
nc

e.
14

01
–2

1
A

da
m

 o
f 

U
sk

, 
C

hr
on

ic
on

.

ca
. 

14
05

H
en

gw
rt

 a
nd

 E
lle

sm
er

e 
m

an
us

cr
ip

ts
 o

f
C

an
te

rb
ur

y 
T

al
es

.
14

05
–1

0
D

iv
es

 a
nd

 P
au

pe
r.

14
06

T
ho

m
as

 H
oc

cl
ev

e,
 L

a 
M

al
e 

R
eg

le
.

14
06

–1
3

E
dw

ar
d,

 s
ec

on
d 

du
ke

 o
f 

Yo
rk

, 
T

he
 M

as
te

r 
of

G
am

e.
14

07
W

ill
ia

m
 T

ho
rp

e 
ex

am
in

ed
 b

ef
or

e 
A

rc
hb

is
ho

p
A

ru
nd

el
.

14
08

D
ea

th
 o

f 
Jo

hn
 G

ow
er

.
ca

. 
14

08
L

ov
el

l 
L

ec
tio

na
ry

.



xx Table of Dates, 1325–1500

H
ist

or
ic

al
 e

ve
nt

s
ca

. 
14

10
L

ol
la

rd
 D

is
en

do
w

m
en

t 
B

ill
.

14
13

D
ea

th
 o

f 
H

en
ry

 I
V

. 
A

cc
es

si
on

 o
f 

H
en

ry
V

. 
R

ic
ha

rd
’s

 b
od

y 
re

in
te

rr
ed

 i
n

W
es

tm
in

st
er

 A
bb

ey
.

14
14

–1
8

C
ou

nc
il 

of
 C

on
st

an
ce

.
14

15
B

at
tle

 o
f 

A
gi

nc
ou

rt
.

14
15

–4
0

C
ha

rl
es

 d
’O

rl
éa

ns
 p

ri
so

ne
r 

in
 E

ng
la

nd
.

14
17

E
nd

 o
f 

G
re

at
 P

ap
al

 S
ch

is
m

.

14
20

T
re

at
y 

of
 T

ro
ye

s:
 H

en
ry

 V
 r

ul
er

 o
f

E
ng

la
nd

 a
nd

 F
ra

nc
e,

 m
ar

ri
es

 C
at

he
ri

ne
of

 V
al

oi
s.

14
22

D
ea

th
 o

f 
H

en
ry

 V
. 

A
cc

es
si

on
 o

f 
H

en
ry

V
I 

(9
 m

on
th

s 
ol

d)
.

14
31

B
ur

ni
ng

 o
f 

Jo
an

 o
f 

A
rc

.
14

36
H

en
ry

 V
I 

as
su

m
es

 f
ul

l 
ro

ya
l 

po
w

er
.

Li
te

ra
tu

re
ca

. 1
41

0
B

od
le

ia
n 

M
S 

D
ig

by
 1

02
 (

po
lit

ic
al

 a
nd

 o
th

er
po

em
s)

ca
. 1

41
0

M
um

 a
nd

 t
he

 S
ot

hs
eg

ge
r.

ca
. 

14
10

–1
5

Ju
lia

n 
of

 N
or

w
ic

h,
 S

he
w

in
gs

.
ca

.  
14

10
–c

a.
 1

42
0

T
he

 T
al

e 
of

 B
er

yn
.

ca
. 

14
11

T
ho

m
as

 H
oc

cl
ev

e,
 R

eg
im

en
t 

of
 P

ri
nc

es
.

14
12

–2
0

Jo
hn

 L
yd

ga
te

, 
T

ro
y 

B
oo

k.

14
16

Jo
hn

 L
yd

ga
te

, 
Li

fe
 o

f 
O

ur
 L

ad
y.

14
16

–1
7

G
es

ta
 H

en
ri

ci
 Q

ui
nt

i.
ca

. 1
41

9–
22

T
ho

m
as

 H
oc

cl
ev

e,
 S

er
ie

s.
ca

.  
14

20
C

or
pu

s 
C

hr
is

ti 
C

ol
le

ge
 m

an
us

cr
ip

t 
of

 T
ro

ilu
s 

an
d

C
ri

se
yd

e.
ca

.1
42

0
T

ra
ns

la
tio

n 
of

 C
at

he
ri

ne
 o

f 
Si

en
na

’s
O

rc
ha

rd
 o

f
Sy

on
.

ca
. 

14
20

T
re

ti
se

 o
f 

M
ir

ac
lis

 P
le

yi
ng

e.
14

21
–2

Jo
hn

 L
yd

ga
te

, 
Si

eg
e 

of
 T

he
be

s.
ca

. 
14

23
B

ed
fo

rd
 H

ou
rs

.
14

24
–3

7
Ja

m
es

 I
 o

f 
Sc

ot
la

nd
, 

T
he

 K
in

gi
s 

Q
ua

ir
.

14
25

–c
a.

 1
50

0
Pa

st
on

 l
et

te
rs

.
14

26
D

ea
th

 o
f 

T
ho

m
as

 H
oc

cl
ev

e.
14

31
–8

Jo
hn

 L
yd

ga
te

, 
Fa

ll 
of

 P
ri

nc
es

.
14

36
, 

14
38

M
ar

ge
ry

 K
em

pe
, 

B
oo

k.



Table of Dates, 1325–1500 xxi

H
ist

or
ic

al
 e

ve
nt

s
14

37
D

ea
th

 o
f 

Jo
an

 o
f 

N
av

ar
re

. 
D

ea
th

 o
f

C
at

he
ri

ne
 o

f 
V

al
oi

s.
 H

en
ry

 V
I 

as
su

m
es

th
e 

th
ro

ne
.

14
45

H
en

ry
 V

I 
m

ar
ri

es
 M

ar
ga

re
t 

of
 A

nj
ou

.
14

47
D

ea
th

 o
f 

H
um

ph
re

y,
 D

uk
e 

of
G

lo
uc

es
te

r.

14
53

Fa
ll 

of
 C

on
st

an
tin

op
le

 t
o 

th
e 

T
ur

ks
.

E
nd

 o
f 

H
un

dr
ed

 Y
ea

rs
’ 

W
ar

.
14

55
B

eg
in

ni
ng

 o
f 

th
e 

W
ar

s 
of

 t
he

 R
os

es
.

14
61

D
ep

os
iti

on
 o

f 
H

en
ry

 V
I.

 A
cc

es
si

on
 o

f
E

dw
ar

d 
IV

.
14

64
E

dw
ar

d 
IV

 m
ar

ri
es

 E
liz

ab
et

h 
W

oo
dv

ill
e.

14
70

D
ep

os
iti

on
 o

f 
E

dw
ar

d 
IV

. 
A

cc
es

si
on

 o
f

H
en

ry
 V

I.
14

71
D

ep
os

iti
on

 a
nd

 m
ur

de
r 

of
 H

en
ry

 V
I.

A
cc

es
si

on
 o

f 
E

dw
ar

d 
IV

.

14
79

O
ut

br
ea

k 
of

 p
es

til
en

ce
.

14
81

W
ar

 w
ith

 S
co

tla
nd

.

Li
te

ra
tu

re

14
40

Fi
rs

t 
E

ng
lis

h–
L

at
in

 d
ic

tio
na

ry
.

14
43

–7
O

sb
er

n 
B

ok
en

ha
m

, 
Le

ge
nd

s 
of

 H
ol

y 
W

om
en

.
14

48
–9

Jo
hn

 M
et

ha
m

, 
A

m
or

yu
s 

an
d 

C
le

op
es

.
14

49
D

ea
th

 o
f 

Jo
hn

 L
yd

ga
te

.
14

49
–5

5
R

eg
in

al
d 

Pe
co

ck
, 

T
he

 R
ep

re
sso

r 
of

 O
ve

rm
uc

h
B

la
m

in
g 

of
 t

he
 C

le
rg

y .
ca

. 1
45

0
–1

50
0

R
ob

er
t 

H
en

ry
so

n,
 F

ab
le

s, 
T

es
ta

m
en

t 
of

 C
re

sse
id

.
ca

. 
14

50
–1

50
0

W
ak

efi
el

d 
pa

ge
an

ts
 i

n 
T

ow
ne

le
y 

cy
cl

e.

ca
. 

14
60

Fi
nd

er
n 

m
an

us
cr

ip
t

ca
. 

14
60

In
ne

r 
T

em
pl

e 
L

ib
ra

ry
 i

llu
m

in
at

io
ns

.
14

63
–7

7
C

om
pi

la
tio

n 
of

 Y
or

k 
C

or
pu

s 
C

hr
is

ti 
pa

ge
an

t.
ca

. 
14

65
O

xf
or

d,
 N

ew
 C

ol
le

ge
 M

S 
C

.2
88

.
ca

. 
14

65
–7

0
W

isd
om

, M
an

ki
nd

.
ca

. 
14

68
N

-T
ow

n 
pl

ay
s.

14
71

D
ea

th
 o

f 
Si

r 
T

ho
m

as
 M

al
or

y.
ca

. 
14

75
Fl

ou
re

 a
nd

 t
he

 L
ea

fe
, A

sse
m

bl
y 

of
 L

ad
ie

s.
ca

. 
14

75
 M

an
us

cr
ip

t 
of

 N
-T

ow
n 

pl
ay

s.
14

76
W

ill
ia

m
 C

ax
to

n 
in

tr
od

uc
es

 p
ri

nt
in

g 
to

 E
ng

la
nd

.
14

78
W

ill
ia

m
 C

ax
to

n 
fir

st
 p

ri
nt

s 
C

an
te

rb
ur

y 
T

al
es

,
Pa

rl
ia

m
en

t 
of

 F
ow

ls.



H
ist

or
ic

al
 e

ve
nt

s
14

82
D

ea
th

 o
f 

M
ar

ga
re

t 
of

 A
nj

ou
.

14
83

D
ea

th
 o

f 
E

dw
ar

d 
IV

. 
A

cc
es

si
on

 o
f

E
dw

ar
d 

V
. 

D
ep

os
iti

on
 o

f 
E

dw
ar

d 
V

.
A

cc
es

si
on

 o
f 

R
ic

ha
rd

 I
II

.
14

85
D

ea
th

 o
f 

R
ic

ha
rd

 I
II

. 
A

cc
es

si
on

 o
f

H
en

ry
 V

II
.

14
86

H
en

ry
 V

II
 m

ar
ri

es
 E

liz
ab

et
h,

 d
au

gh
te

r
of

 E
dw

ar
d 

IV
.

14
92

C
hr

is
to

ph
er

 C
ol

um
bu

s 
ar

ri
ve

s 
in

 t
he

W
es

t 
In

di
es

. 
D

ea
th

 o
f 

E
liz

ab
et

h
W

oo
dv

ill
e.

14
95

T
re

at
y 

of
 D

ro
gh

ed
a.

14
97

C
ab

ot
 a

rr
iv

es
 i

n 
N

or
th

 A
m

er
ic

a.
14

98
E

ra
sm

us
 a

t 
O

xf
or

d.

Li
te

ra
tu

re
14

82
W

ill
ia

m
 C

ax
to

n 
pr

in
ts

 T
ro

ilu
s 

an
d 

C
ri

se
yd

e.
14

83
–4

W
ill

ia
m

 C
ax

to
n 

tr
an

sl
at

es
 G

eo
ffr

ey
 d

e 
la

 T
ou

r-
L

an
dr

y’
s

B
oo

k 
of

 t
he

 K
ni

gh
t 

of
 L

a 
T

ou
r-

La
nd

ry
.

14
85

W
ill

ia
m

 C
ax

to
n 

pr
in

ts
 S

ir
 T

ho
m

as
 M

al
or

y’
s

M
or

te
 D

ar
th

ur
.

ca
. 

14
90

W
ill

ia
m

 C
ax

to
n 

tr
an

sl
at

es
 “

T
he

 C
ax

to
n 

A
bs

tr
ac

t
of

 t
he

 R
ul

e 
of

 S
t.

 B
en

et
.”

14
99

Jo
hn

 S
ke

lto
n,

 B
ow

ge
 o

f 
C

ou
rt

.
ca

. 
15

00
C

om
po

si
tio

n 
of

 D
ig

by
 M

ar
y 

M
ag

da
le

n 
an

d
St

.
Pa

ul
.

xxii Table of Dates, 1325–1500



Plates

Map from Chaucer to Spenser: An Anthology, edited by Derek
Pearsall. Reproduced by permission. xxviii

Lovell Lectionary. British Library MS Harley 7026, fol. 4v.
Reproduced by permission of the British Library, London. 134

Anne of Burgundy, duchess of Bedford, before St. Anne. British
Library MS Additional 18850, fol. 257v (Bedford Hours).
Reproduced by permission of the British Library, London. 136

Geoffrey Chaucer, Canterbury Tales. Henry E. Huntington Library
MS 26 C 9, fol. 1r (Ellesmere). Reproduced by permission of
the Huntington Library, San Marino, California. 138

Geoffrey Chaucer, Canterbury Tales. National Library of Wales,
Peniarth 392D, fol. 2r (Hengwrt). Reproduced by permission
of the National Library of Wales. 140

Chaucer portrait: Thomas Hoccleve, Regiment of Princes. British
Library MS Harley 4866, fol. 88r. Reproduced by permission
of the British Library, London. 142

Geoffrey Chaucer, Troilus and Criseyde. Cambridge, Corpus
Christi College MS 61, fol. 1v. Reproduced by permission
of the Master and Fellows of Corpus Christi College,
Cambridge. 144

Court of King’s Bench. Library of the Inner Temple Miscellaneous,
Court of King’s Bench. Reproduced by permission of the Masters
of the Bench of the Inner Temple. 146

“Miracle of the Boy Singer.” Bodleian Library MS English Poetry
a.1, fol. 124v (Vernon). Reproduced by permission of the
Bodleian Library, University of Oxford. 148



xxiv Plates

New College, Oxford University. Oxford, New College MS C.288,
fol. 3v. Reproduced by permission of the Warden and Fellows,
New College, Oxford. 150

Revolt: Jean Froissart, Chroniques. London, British Library,
MS Roy. 18 E.1, fol. 175r. Reproduced by permission of the
British Library, London. 151

Richard II presented to the Virgin and Christ. London, National
Gallery (Wilton Diptych). Reproduced by permission of the
National Gallery, London. 153

Royal Benefactors. London, British Library, MS Cotton Nero
D.vii, fols. 6v–7r (Golden Book of St. Albans). Reproduced by
permission of the British Library, London. 155



Acknowledgments

I would like to thank colleagues and other people, institutions, and students
for helping me develop this collection. For hearing and promptly respond-
ing to my earlier ideas and then judging astutely along the way, as well as
their encouragement, I would like to express gratitude to the National
Endowment for the Humanities Seminar “Chaucer, Ancient and Modern”
held at Pennsylvania State University, and particularly the organizer Robert
R. Edwards, and Brian Gastle and Dan Kline. For his generous assistance
and assurance, Steve Kruger also deserves warm thanks. Anne Hudson,
Norman Tanner, and Derek Pearsall quickly and helpfully responded to my
queries and requests. I am also grateful to have received assistance with the
Latin texts from Jim Mulkin. Among institutions, Rider University very
kindly provided me with support in the form of two Summer Research
Fellowship and Reimbursement awards, assistance greatly appreciated. Also,
the following libraries and their librarians, particularly rare book rooms and
interlibrary loans, were invariably helpful treasure houses: Rider University
Moore Library, Pennsylvania State University Pattee and Paterno libraries,
University of Virginia’s Alderman Library, Columbia University’s Butler
and Avery libraries, St. Mark’s Library at the New York Theological Semi-
nary, and the wonderful New York Public Library. Other professional and
personal aid was always available from my colleagues at Rider, and Beverly
Maximonis’s secretarial support was as abundantly available as ever. Former
and current students at Rider and elsewhere read many of the texts along-
side the literature and raised questions in various thoughtful ways. Bob
DeMaria first put me on to Blackwell, for which I am very grateful. Produc-
tion staff and particularly the editor Andrew McNeillie at Blackwell Publish-
ing were supportive and professional, making the process easy for all involved.



xxvi Acknowledgments

Finally, it is to PJ that I dedicate this book, whose confidence and patience
and love saw me through the process.

The author and publishers gratefully acknowledge the following for per-
mission to reproduce copyright material:

A/Y Memorandum Book. Records of Early English Drama: York. 2 vols.,
ed. and trans. Alexandra F. Johnston and Margaret Rogerson, Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 1979, reprinted by permission of Toronto
University Press; Adam of Usk. The Chronicle of Adam Usk, 1377–1421,
ed. and trans. C. Given-Wilson, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997, reprinted
by permission of Oxford University Press; Bartholomeus Anglicus, On the
Properties of Things, 3 vols., trans. John Trevisa, ed. M. C. Seymour, Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1975–88, reprinted by permission of Oxford University
Press; The Book of Vices and Virtues: A Fourteenth Century English Transla-
tion of the Somme le Roi of Lorens d’Orléans, ed. W. Nelson Francis, Early
English Text Society (EETS), o.s. 217, London: Oxford University Press,
1942, reprinted by permission of the Council of the Early English Text
Society; The Cloud of Unknowing and The Book of Privy Counselling, ed.
Phyllis Hodgson, EETS, o.s. 218, 1944, London: Oxford University Press,
1985, reprinted by permission of the Council of the Early English Text
Society, Dives and Pauper, 2 parts, ed. Priscilla Heath Barnum, EETS, o.s.
275, 280, London: Oxford University Press, 1976, 1980, reprinted by
permission of the Council of the Early English Text Society; Richard
Fitzralph, “Defensio curatorum.” Dialogus inter militem et clericum, trans.
John Trevisa, ed. Aaron Jenkins Perry, EETS, o.s. 167, London: Oxford
University Press, 1925, reprinted by permission of the Council of the Early
English Text Society; Geoffrey de la Tour Landry, The Book of the Knight of
the Tower, trans. William Caxton, ed. M. Y. Offord, EETS, s.s. 2, London:
Oxford University Press, 1971, reprinted by permission of the Council of
the Early English Text Society; Gesta Henrici Quinti (The Deeds of Henry
the Fifth), ed. and trans. Frank Taylor and John S. Roskell, Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1975, reprinted by permission of Oxford University Press; Heresy
Trials in the Diocese of Norwich, 1428–31, ed. Norman P. Tanner, Camden
Society, 4th Series, 20, London: Royal Historical Society, 1977, reprinted
by permission of the Royal Historical Society; Henry Knighton, Knighton’s
Chronicle, 1337–1396, ed. and trans. G. H. Martin, Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1995, reprinted by permission of Oxford University Press; The
Little Red Book of Bristol, vol. 2, ed. Francis B. Bickley, Bristol: Council of
the City and County of Bristol, 1900, reprinted by permission of the Bristol
Record Office; “La Manere de la renonciacione del Roy Richard de sa
corone et de la eleccione del Roy Henri le quatre puis le conqueste etc.,” in



Acknowledgments xxvii

Chronicles of the Revolution, 1397–1400: The Reign of Richard II, ed. and
trans. Chris Given-Wilson, Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1993,
reprinted by permission of Chris Given-Wilson; Sir John Mandeville.
Mandeville’s Travels, ed. M. C. Seymour, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1967,
reprinted by permission of Oxford University Press; John Mirk, Instructions
for Parish Priests, ed. Gillis Kristenson, Lund: Gleerup, 1974; Paston Letters
and Papers of the Fifteenth Century, 2 vols., ed. Norman Davis, Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1971, reprinted by permission of Oxford University
Press; Rotuli Parliamentorum, ed. J. Strachey et al., vol. 3, London, 1767,
415–53, in Chronicles of the Revolution, 1397–1400: The Reign of Richard
II, ed. and trans. Chris Given-Wilson, Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 1993, reprinted by permission of Chris Given-Wilson; William Thorpe,
Two Wycliffite Texts, ed. Anne Hudson, EETS, o.s. 301, Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1993, reprinted by permission of the Council of the Early
English Text Society; A Tretise of Miraclis Pleyinge, ed. Clifford Davidson,
Kalamazoo, MI: Medieval Institute, 1993, reprinted by permission of the
Board of the Medieval Institute; Visitations of Religious Houses in the Diocese
of Lincoln, vol. 2: Records of Visitations Held by William Alnwick, Bishop of
Lincoln, 1436–1449, Part 1, ed. A. Hamilton Thompson, London: Canter-
bury and York Society, 1919, reprinted by permission of the Lincoln Record
Society and the Canterbury and York Society; Thomas Walsingham, Annales
Ricardi Secundi. Johannis de Trokelowe et Henrici de Blaneforde: Chronica et
Annales, ed. Henry Thomas Riley, London, 1866, 282, 286–7, in Chronicles
of the Revolution, 1397–1400: The Reign of Richard II, ed. and trans. Chris
Given-Wilson, Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1993, reprinted
by permission of Chris Given-Wilson.

The publishers apologize for any errors or omissions in the above list and
would be grateful to be notified of any corrections that should be incorpor-
ated in the next edition or reprint of this book.



Map from Chaucer to Spenser: An Anthology



Introduction xxix

Introduction

This anthology makes available a selection of historical texts, cultural docu-
ments, and images in order to further readers’ thinking about the works of
Geoffrey Chaucer and other Middle English writers. Several of the historical
writings have been regularly mentioned in literary and historical studies
in the past, while some are less familiar – for instance, the Anonimalle
Chronicle’s account of the 1381 revolt and Henry Knighton’s description
of the pestilence alongside Jean Froissart’s description of a tournament
Richard II held in 1390. The cultural documents are necessarily of many
kinds, some again frequently noted in literary and historical criticism while
others less so: parliamentary and local acts and trials, letters and testimonies,
moral, homiletic, and educational tracts. The images are principally of manu-
script pages and illuminations and, like the others, chosen for the student of
Middle English literature.

These texts and images represent a cross-section of social, economic,
political, ideational, and epistemological developments. The most important
criterion for including a text or image is that it contain something, prefer-
ably several features, that shed light on the themes, ideas, and styles com-
monly found in Chaucer and other Middle English literature. This broad
measure is nevertheless reasonably finite: rulers and their exploits, guilds,
labor, sumptuary, censorship, marriage, gender, the fraternal orders – to
name a few topics – are of particular interest to authors of this period. The
second most important criterion is the sheer significance of a historical
event or cultural factor. The usurpation of the throne in 1399 and the
persecution of Lollards, for instance, are historically momentous and had
noteworthy causes and lasting effects. Texts such as John Gower’s Confessio
amantis and William Langland’s Piers Plowman acknowledge them explicitly,
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while they receive smaller or tangential references in others. The third measure
for inclusion is the richness of the selection; that is, whether it is interesting
in itself rather than merely in terms of some inert fact or idea that might
simply be stated in summary form. The authors and artists who create these
histories, cultural texts, and images appear actively engaged with the events
and issues at hand, or are at least writing in a style or making an illumina-
tion that is complex enough to encourage comparison with more creative
literature. In a few cases I have included more than one author’s or artist’s
interpretations of a historical occurrence or cultural feature to allow readers
to compare and contrast these interpretations themselves, as well as compare
and contrast them with literary texts.

Even though today it seems we can only talk about more and less explicitly
literary works rather than a clear distinction between literature and histor-
ical or other writing, I have pragmatically allowed current and hopefully
up-coming literature textbooks – both anthologies and editions of individual
authors – to shape my selection of documents to include here. That is, I rely
on those publications to take care of literature, and I have tried to choose
more explicitly historical and cultural texts. I have also been somewhat
restrictive in my selections from among these usually less-consciously literary
writings. Rather than simply aim to represent historical and cultural items
from a primarily inert and generalized Middle Ages, this collection contains
only fourteenth- and fifteenth-century texts and images that existed in Eng-
land. The idea in limiting the selection to these two centuries and this
country of origin or production is to introduce descriptions, arguments,
narratives, and images that are often articulated in a temporally specific
manner and in forms that correspond to or differ in interesting ways from
contemporary poetry, prose, and drama. While the historical and cultural
distinctions between England and the Continent were by no means clear,
England of course claiming a good deal of France during the period, it was
felt that sufficient translation, not only in the literal sense of “carrying
across” but also of adaptation to the target audience – English readers and
writers – made it possible to include only documents that existed in material
form in England. My only regret is that because of the practical constraints
of course offerings and literature textbooks produced, my selection is narrowly
English and excludes substantial material on Ireland, Wales, and Scotland.
Obviously, on a more practical level, the strictures of time period and
country have also helped to limit the potential number of inclusions from
approximately four hundred documents I considered.

The principal idea that informs the collection is that fourteenth- and
fifteenth-century English literature may most fruitfully be read alongside



Introduction xxxi

less deliberately literary texts. The “textual environments,” in Paul Strohm’s
useful phrase, of the poems, prose, and dramas are diverse but finite.1 As
even a cursory examination of the Chaucer or Middle English selections
we most commonly read reveals, medieval literature demands that we
look beyond the borders of its lyrics and narratives. It is messy, habitually
pointing to forces and texts outside the enclosure of a whorling hypotactic
opening “Whan . . .” and the declarative and conventionally terminating
“. . . Amen.” Readers of medieval literature may begin at the most material
and seemingly concrete starting point, the physical page of a poem, prose
work, or drama, but they quickly find that manuscript survival and versions,
authorial anonymity and scribal preferences, intrusive glosses and expository
illuminations, combine to multiply and connect such a beginning to a web
of historical starting points beyond the single text. Moving off the vellum or
paper, one is immediately struck by the openly allusive nature of Middle
English literature. It may refer to itself, even to the act of authorial com-
position, but it also loves to echo – often concurrently – a range of religious
and secular, and Latin, French, and English discourses. In the process the
works, passages, lines, even words, suggest historical and other events, both
large scale and more mundane, forcing a binocular perspective on the
historical level as much as on the practical, one eye on the line and another
on the footnotes. A reader familiar with the literary work at hand and yet
still wishing to avoid delving into historical and cultural contexts might
resort to beginning his or her research from the other end, commencing
with the most recent reception of a text. However, there again the critical
responses thread together back into the past beyond medievalisms and John
Dryden until one ends up examining fourteenth- and fifteenth-century
responses; reception becomes an issue of near-contemporary influence, scribal
recension, even authorially reworked texts and an author’s anticipation of
responses to his or her own works.

The student of Middle English literature has to love the mess yet try to
find a way to enjoy such complexities while not losing focus, perhaps out of
baffled exhaustion. Studying this conglomeration of materials is undoubtedly
challenging and demands a range of skills that other periods do not always
require. While the fundamental goal of this volume is utilitarian, it is hoped
it will encourage more of an interdisciplinary approach, that is, thinking
about how, on the one hand, historical and cultural items and, on the
other, literary texts of various kinds register each other, correlate, and “quite.”
It is for the student of the literature who wants to rise to the challenge
of considering him or herself a “literary historian,” an appellation that
compresses the potentially daunting idea that the specialities of literary and
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historical study are both possible nowadays despite the inadequate time
institutions and society at large make available for such development. In
fact, a trinity appears to characterize the goal of medieval studies today, of
literary and historical abilities as well as theoretical sophistication. Literary
theory offers not only the chance to reconsider one’s assumptions but also
expands the field of interpretation so that more and more thoughtful read-
ings become possible. Indeed, theory has always been essential to medieval
study, for instance leading to the inclusion of more texts in the medieval
canon, not only texts by women but works of different genres such as
nonfiction prose as well as writings that were formerly labeled as simply
minor, derivative, or somehow not literary enough. Textual–literary study,
historical examination, and theoretical abilities are three very powerful tools
that one can see employed in ever more eloquent combinations in articles
and books on medieval literature, making the Middle Ages an exciting
period for those who like playing in a multiform and diachronic field that
may be characterized by what the sciences currently call “complexity.”

Students of medieval literature already have resources and training they
can draw on to comprehend and think imaginatively about the materials in
this volume, not the least of which is a tendency to read all phenomena,
whether textual, cultural, or historical, with sensitivity. Cultural critic Stuart
Hall is worth quoting at some length here because he suggests why we
might already be at an advantage: “Meaning is a social production, a prac-
tice. The world has to be made to mean.” A person looking at incidents in
the past, for instance, consequently wants to ask

which kinds of meaning get systematically and regularly constructed around
particular events. Because meaning was not given but produced, it followed
that different kinds of meaning could be ascribed to the same events. Thus,
in order for one meaning to be regularly produced, it had to win a kind
of credibility, legitimacy or taken-for-grantedness for itself. That involved mar-
ginalizing, down-grading or de-legitimating alternative constructions. Indeed,
there were certain kinds of explanation which, given the power of and credibility
required by the preferred range of meanings, were literally unthinkable and
unsayable.

So questions might include:

First, how did a dominant discourse warrant itself as the account, and sustain
a limit, ban or proscription over alternative or competing definitions? Second,
how did the institutions which were responsible for describing and explaining
events of the world . . . succeed in maintaining a preferred or delimited range


