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Medieval Devotion 
 
 

This graduate seminar focuses on the texts and modes of medieval devotion in their late 
medieval English settings, considering medieval devotion as a galvanizing force in the 
early history of ideas about language, literature, self, and society. Coinciding with a 
dramatic increase in popular literacy, late medieval devotion developed into a highly 
textualized form of religious experience, whose practitioners asserted that "reading is 
good prayer" (Ancrene Wisse) and that the body of Jesus "is like a book entirely 
inscribed in red ink" (Richard Rolle). This textualization of devotion fostered the 
production of innovative literary and linguistic forms, many of which explore the 
boundaries between image and script, reader and writer, the inner experience of the mind 
and the outer experience of the body.  We will examine some of the major texts to come 
out of this movement, focusing particular attention on these texts' material and visual 
features through the use of online archives (such as the Stanford/Corpus Christi College 
Cambridge collaborative Parker Library on the Web project, of which we will be some of 
the first users) and other sources. As well as playing a major role in shaping early English 
literary and textual culture, medieval devotion became a point of generation for medieval 
psychology—giving rise to early theories of cognition, imagination, and sensory 
perception—and medieval ethics, particularly as focused on the dilemma of how to 
conduct a religious life within a politically-charged secular environment ("the active life" 
versus "the contemplative life" is a recurring debate that will form one of our major 
themes). This dilemma offers a springboard from medieval to early modern religious 
experience, and we will follow its treatment from orthodox to heterodox thinkers, 
concluding with the writings of fifteenth-century Wycliffites, whose critiques of 
medieval devotion look forward to those of the Reformation. Contextual readings will 
focus on the overlapping histories of religious thought and practice, gender, and social 
movements (particularly Lollardy and its critics) during this time. Secondary readings 
will also include modern authors (Arendt, de Certeau, and Bataille) who consider the 
meanings of medieval devotion for our own age. 
 
*a note on class meeting times: due to scheduling changes in the registrar's office, we are 
currently slotted to meet on Tuesday and Thursday, 1:15-3:05. However, I would prefer, 
if possible, to meet once a week for three hours, the conventional schedule for graduate 
seminars. With the consensus of the class, I propose that, after the first week, we 
eliminate our Tuesday meeting time and extend our Thursday meeting time to three 
hours, running either 12:00-3:05 or 1:15 to 4:15. We can discuss this further in the first 
week of class. 
 
 
 



Materials 
I have ordered our key texts in accessible, paperback Middle English editions. You can 
purchase these from the bookstore, or you can read the same editions online (links 
included below under "resources"); I only ask that you bring hard copies of the assigned 
readings to class discussion. For those class members whose Middle English needs a little 
extra help (and whose doesn't?), I have also included links to modern English 
translations, which you are free to consult alongside the original-language versions. I 
have ordered Piers Plowman in an edition that features facing-page modern and Middle 
English, along with a good selection of secondary works. 
 
Books: 
The Cloud of Unknowing 
Richard Rolle, English Writings 
Walter Hilton, The Scale of Perfection 
Julian of Norwich, Showings 
Piers Plowman, ed. Elizabeth Robertson and Stephen H. A. Shepherd 
Selections from English Wycliffite Writings, ed. Anne Hudson 
 
Additional materials will be available through our course web site or distributed in class.  
 
Requirements 
1. Participation. The success of an intensive graduate seminar like this one depends on 
your full and engaged participation; I count on you to come to every meeting prepared for 
active discussion.  
2.  Presentation In the eighth week we will be visited by medieval manuscript experts 
Martin Foys (Hood College) and Alexandra Gillespie (University of Toronto). On the 
occasion of their visit, we will hold an informal class conference, for which you will 
select a medieval devotional manuscript from an online archive or facsimile edition (see 
below for suggestions) and prepare a short presentation on it, discussing how its material 
features reflect its potential meanings and uses for its original readers. 
3. Seminar Paper By the end of the term (December 14 at the latest) you will submit a 
seminar paper on a topic of your choice that should develop from and relate to ideas and 
texts from the class—though if you are a non-medievalist by training, you are encouraged 
to define a topic that is also relevant to your particular field or specialty (I'm happy to 
consult and brainstorm with you on possibilities).  
 
 
Syllabus 
 
Week One (Sept 25) 
 Day One: Introduction to Medieval Devotion 
 Images and devotional verses from BL Add MS 37049 
 
 Day Two: Martha and Mary as Active vs. Contemplative Lives 
 Readings: 
 Luke 10:38-42 (see attached "course resources") 



 
 St. Augustine, Sermon 53 and 54: 
 http://www.ewtn.com/library/PATRISTC/PNI6-10.TXT 
 St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, Questions 179, 182 (read remaining 
 chapters, 180-181, at your leisure): 
 http://www.newadvent.org/summa/3179.htm 
 http://www.newadvent.org/summa/3182.htm 
 
 Hannah Arendt, "The Term Vita Activa" and "Eternity versus Immortality" from 
 The Human Condition, 12-21 (handout) 
 
Week Two (Oct 2) 
 Day One: Middle English workshop (optional for those who wish extra help with 
 their Middle English, but all are welcome) 
 
 Readings: Richard Rolle, lyrics from Ego Dormio (handout) 
 
 Day Two:  
 Richard Rolle, The Form of Living; Incendium Amoris, chapter 21; De 
 Emendacione Vitae, chapter 12 
 Cloud of Unknowing 
 
 Secondary reading: Michel de Certeau, "The New Science" from The Mystic   
 Fable, trans. Michael B. Smith  
 
Week Three (Oct 9) 
 Hilton, Scale of Perfection  
 
 Secondary reading: Amy Hollywood, "Reading as Self-Annihilation" 
 
Week Four (Oct 16) 
 Julian of Norwich, Showings 
 
 Secondary reading: Nicholas Watson, "Desire for the Past" 
 
Week Five (Oct 23): Piers I: cultural critique 
 Piers Plowman, Prologue to Passus 7 
 
 Secondary reading: Elizabeth Salter and Derek Pearsall, "Allegory and Realism 
 and the Rigural Approach to Reality"; Mary C. Schroeder (Carruthers), "The 
 Character of Conscience in Piers Plowman" (both from Robertson/Shepherd) 
 
Week Six (Oct 30): Piers II: on the self and its social existence 
 Piers Plowman, Passus 8-12 
  



 Secondary reading: David Aers, from Community, Gender, and Individual 
 Identity ; Derek Pearsall, "Poverty and Poor People in Piers Plowman" (both from 
 R/S edition) 
 
Week Seven (Nov 6): Piers III: the ethics of the active life 
 Piers Plowman, Passus 13-20 
 
  
 
Week Eight (Nov 15): Workshop on Manuscripts (with visitors Alexandra Gillespie and 
Martin Foys) 
 *for this week: in small groups or on your own, pick a medieval manuscript from 
 an online archive or facsimile (for suggestions, see under "course resources"—
 though check in with me if you prefer an alternative) and prepare a short 
 presentation on its interesting features: what do its physical features suggest about 
 its meanings and uses for its first readers?  
 
Week Nine: Thanksgiving Break 
 
Week Ten (Nov 27): Wycliffite receptions 
 Wycliffite writings, radical adaptations of Piers 
 
 Readings: from Selections from English Wycliffite Writings, ed. Hudson 
 
Week Eleven (Dec 3): Nicholas Love, Mirror of the Blessed Life of Jesus Christ 
http://quod.lib.umich.edu:80/cgi/t/text/text-
idx?c=cme;cc=cme;view=toc;idno=LoveMirrour 
 
 Secondary reading: Nicholas Watson, "Censorship and Cultural Change in Late-
 Medieval England: Vernacular Theology, the Oxford Translation Debate, and 
 Arundel's Constitutions of 1409," Speculum 70  (1995): 822-864 
 http://links.jstor.org/sici?sici=0038-
 7134%28199510%2970%3A4%3C822%3ACACCIL%3E2.0.CO%3B2-Z 
 
 
 



Course resources 
 
Luke 10:38-42: ". . . he entered a village; and a woman named Martha received him into 
her house. (38) And she had a sister called Mary, who sat at the Lord's feet and listened 
to his teaching. (39) But Martha was distracted with much serving; and she went to him 
and said, (40) "Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to serve alone? Tell her 
then to help me." (41) But the Lord answered her, "Martha, Martha, you are anxious and 
troubled about many things; (42): one thing is needful. Mary has chosen the good portion, 
which shall not be taken away from her." 
 
 
Online resources: 
St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, Questions 179-182 
http://www.newadvent.org/summa/3179.htm 
http://www.newadvent.org/summa/3180.htm 
http://www.newadvent.org/summa/3181.htm 
http://www.newadvent.org/summa/3182.htm 
 
Rolle, Fire of Love (Modern English): 
http://www.ccel.org/ccel/rolle/fire.html 
Prose Works by Richard Rolle: 
http://quod.lib.umich.edu:80/cgi/t/text/text-idx?c=cme;cc=cme;view=toc;idno=rollewks 
 
Cloud of Unknowing (Middle English), Intro: 
http://www.lib.rochester.edu/camelot/teams/clunintr.htm 
Cloud of Unknowing (Middle English), Text: 
http://www.lib.rochester.edu/camelot/teams/cloufrm.htm 
Cloud of Unknowing (Modern English): 
http://www.ccel.org/ccel/anonymous2/cloud.html 
 
Walter Hilton, Scale of Perfection (Middle English), Intro: 
http://www.lib.rochester.edu/camelot/teams/hilintro.htm 
http://tigger.uic.edu/~tbestul/Intro.htm 
Walter Hilton, Scale of Perfection (Middle English), Text: 
http://www.lib.rochester.edu/camelot/teams/hilfr1.htm 
Walter Hilton, Scale of Perfection (Modern English): 
http://www.ccel.org/ccel/hilton/ladder.html 
 
Julian of Norwich, Showings (Middle English), Intro: 
http://www.lib.rochester.edu/camelot/teams/julianin.htm 
Julian of Norwich, Showings (Middle English), Text: 
http://www.lib.rochester.edu/camelot/teams/julianfr.htm 
Julian of Norwich, Revelations (Modern English): 
http://www.ccel.org/ccel/julian/revelations.html 
 
 



Medieval manuscripts (and one printed book): facsimile and online editions  
 
Piers Plowman Electronic Archive: 
CD-ROMs on reserve, Media Microtext Collection (Green, Lower Level) 
 
Parker Library: 
http://parker-test.stanford.edu/parker/actions/page.do?forward=home 
MS 268: Walter Hilton, Scale of Perfection and other contemplative works: http://parker-
test.stanford.edu/parker/actions/manuscript_data_search_long_display.do?ms_no=268 
Nicholas Love, Mirror of the Life of Christ (two MSS): 
MS 142: http://parker-
test.stanford.edu/parker/actions/page.do?forward=bounded_page_turner&collectionName
=Manuscript142&pageStart=1r 
MS 143: http://parker-
test.stanford.edu/parker/actions/page.do?forward=bounded_page_turner&collectionName
=Manuscript143&pageStart=1r 
 
Compare above MSS of Nicholas Love to Trinity College Cambridge MS B.10.12, 
Bonaventure's Life of Christ in English, which includes images: 
http://rabbit.trin.cam.ac.uk/~katja/files/C/B.10.12.html 
 
Bodleian Library: 
MS. Don.c.13: Wyclif, Sermons, and Rolle, Lyrics: 
http://www.bodley.ox.ac.uk/dept/scwmss/wmss/medieval/mss/don/c/013.htm 
 
Corpus Christi College, Oxford: 
MS 201: Piers Plowman, B Text 
http://image.ox.ac.uk/show?collection=corpus&manuscript=ms201 
 
Vernon Manuscript: 
Includes Piers Plowman, Hilton's Scale of Perfection (Book I), Rolle's Form of Living 
and Ego Dormio, and other devotional (and secular) texts 
Facsimile on reserve in Special Collections: PR1120 .V47 1987 FF 
(The Vernon MS will be digitized and available on DVD in 2008: 
http://www.evellum.com/index.html?vernon/index.html ) 
 
British Library online images 
http://www.imagesonline.bl.uk/ 
search "37049" 
  
Early English Printed Books 
Henry Pepwell, The Dyetary of Ghostly Helthe (1521) 
Includes Hilton and other devotional works 
http://gateway.proquest.com/openurl?ctx_ver=Z39.88-
2003&res_id=xri:eebo&rft_id=xri:eebo:image:9813 
 



 


