
English 320:  Literature of the Middle Ages 
Spring 2013 (MW 12:00-1:15) 

 
Instructor:  Joshua Eyler, Ph.D. 

      Associate Director, Center for Teaching and Faculty Excellence 
                  Affiliate Associate Professor of English 
Email:  jeyler@gmu.edu 
Office:  Johnson Center 241 (Center for Teaching and Faculty Excellence) 
Office Phone:  (703) 993-5743 
Office Hours: Tuesdays, 10:00-11:00; Thursdays, 1:00-2:00; and by appointment. 

 
The stories of the Middle Ages are rife with everything we could ever hope to encounter 

in literature:  war, love, lust, friendship, death, religion, questions of fate and destiny, and even 
the occasional joke involving bodily functions.  All of these themes are very familiar to us as 
inhabitants of the modern world and, yet, medieval texts can often seem foreign and strange to 
us.  Part of this unfamiliarity occurs because the language in which some of these tales are 
written, as we shall see, barely resembles our own, and part of it has to do with the values and 
codes inherent to medieval life that differ from those embraced by the Western world of the 
twenty-first century.  What I hope we shall discover by investigating this “strangeness” is that it 
is not really so strange, and—in fact—I believe we will find familiar forms of human expression 
in an era sometimes labeled the Dark Ages, but that we might simply call “differently lighted.” 
 This course, then, will introduce you to texts written in Britain between, roughly, 700 and 
1500 A.D.  Eight hundred years is quite a lot of ground to cover, and we will consider many 
different sorts of writing:  poetry, prose, and drama ranging from the stark, Anglo-Saxon world 
of Beowulf to the good-humored romp that is Chaucer’s poetry.  Although almost all of our texts 
are written in either Old or Middle English, we will read them in translation—except for Sir 
Orfeo and the works of Chaucer, which we will read in the original. 
 
Learning Outcomes: 
I envision this course as an educational laboratory.  You will play with ideas, do some 
experimenting, and end up concocting new ways of viewing some very old texts.  By the end of 
the semester, you will have accomplished the following: 
 

• You will be familiar with the characteristics, forms, conventions, and themes of the oldest 
literature written in English, and you will be able to demonstrate the influence of religion 
and historical circumstances on this literature. 

• You will understand the problems inherent to studying medieval literature, and you will 
have made steps toward finding the solutions. 

• You will be able to recognize basic forms of Old English vocabulary, and you will be 
able to read Middle English with relative fluency. 

• You will be able to trace the roots of modern literary phenomena back to their existence 
in medieval literature. 

• You will improve your skills in writing and argumentation through several different kinds 
of assignments. 
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Required Texts: 
Black, Joseph, ed., et. al.  The Broadview Anthology of British Literature.  Vol. 1 (The Medieval  

Period).  2nd ed.  Ontario, Canada:  Broadview, 2009.  ISBN:  155111609X. 
 
A standard, college-level dictionary. 
 
Course Requirements: 

1. Writing Assignments   
 

A. Contextual Analysis 
 
Select a piece of British literature from the medieval period and show how that text 
offers a commentary (social, political, religious, etc.) on the world in which it was 
written.  Remember to have a strong argument and to be specific in your analysis.  Do 
not provide a free-wheeling assessment of all the possible commentaries a single text 
may offer; instead, you should focus on one specific idea.  You should not think of 
this assignment as being so different from other essays you have written.  I am simply 
asking you to ground your literary interpretations in the context of the period. 

 
Important Information: 
• I will be grading these essays using the tutorial system, which means that you will 

sign up for an individual meeting with me.  At this meeting you will bring two copies 
of your finished essay, and I will follow along as you read the essay aloud.  After you 
finish reading, we will have a lengthy discussion in which I will give you extensive 
feedback and suggestions.  Your final version (in which you incorporate these 
suggestions and make other revisions) will be due in class on the Wednesday of 
the week following our meeting.   I will then grade the essays and make a few 
comments assessing the final product. 

• If you do not attend your tutorial or if your essay is not finished when you arrive, then 
you can receive no higher than a “D” for your final version. 

• I will pass around a sign-up sheet in our second week of class for you to schedule 
your tutorials.   

• This essay should be a minimum of five pages in length.  This does not mean four 
pages and a sentence at the top of the next page.  It means at least five FULL pages.  
You should write your essays in Times New Roman or Garamond script with a 12-
point or smaller font.  Your margins should be one inch all the way around, and there 
should be no extra spaces between paragraphs.  Along with your essay, which should 
be double-spaced, you should include a Works Cited page, and you should use MLA 
formatting throughout. 

• Although research is required for this essay, I do not want you to use any literary 
scholarship in constructing your argument.  The reason for this is simple:  I want this 
to be your own idea, unencumbered by the work of others. The kinds of outside 
research you should bring into this essay, then, are historical information found in 
scholarly resources, surveys of medieval philosophy, the ideas of medieval 
theologians, etc.  Avoid mass-market encyclopedias (like the Americana or Britannica 
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series) and the internet!  You should use a minimum of three outside sources for 
this assignment. 

 
B. Media/Pop Culture Essay 
 

As you will see over the course of the semester, references to the Middle Ages 
abound in contemporary movies, books, newspapers, television, advertisements, 
etc.  Some of these references are very brief, pausing only to call a public policy 
“medieval” in its outlook, while others are more extensive, making up the subject 
matter for a major motion picture.  For this assignment, then, I would like you to 
discuss the influence of the Middle Ages on modern texts.  For example, you 
might choose to analyze the portrayal of the medieval world in one of the many 
(MANY!) movies that deal with the Middle Ages, or you could focus on 
something like the presidency of John F. Kennedy, which was often compared to 
King Arthur’s Camelot.  Whichever route you choose, make sure to have a clear 
argument and a detailed analysis of not just HOW your text uses the Middle Ages 
but WHY it does so.  You must also use outside sources for this paper, which 
should include material about the text you are analyzing and about the medieval 
material to which the text refers.  **If you prefer a more traditional kind of 
assignment, you may also write an essay on any text we have read over the 
course of the semester (except for the text you explored in your first essay, of 
course).** 

 
Important Information: 

• You must meet with me at least once to discuss your topic any time before Monday, 
April 29th.  On that date (the 29th), I will also ask that you turn in a four-item annotated 
bibliography of outside sources.  Annotations should be no more than a paragraph and 
should briefly summarize the argument of the source and its relevance for your essay.  
The annotated bibliography is an important step in the composition of this essay and 
must be handed in on its due date.   

• Ultimately, you should use no fewer than five outside sources for this paper.  As a rule, 
it is wise to steer clear of websites, and I will only allow those that are cleared with me 
beforehand. 

• This assignment must be at least six pages long and will be due on Monday, May 6th, in 
class. 

• All writing for this class should use MLA formatting, which includes the use of a Work 
Cited page.  If you have any questions at all about the intricacies of the MLA guidelines, 
please let me know—they can be tricky.  Please note:  I will not accept any late papers.  
Late work will be given a grade of “F” unless (a) there are significant circumstances and 
(b) you talk to me no later than one class period before the assignment is due. 

• I am ALWAYS available to help you with your essays.  Just come see me. 
   

2. Final Exam 
 

The take-home final exam will be cumulative.  This exam will be comprised of four 
moderate-length essay questions (requiring answers of ~500-750 words each).  We will 
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be designing these questions together in class with an eye toward constructing prompts 
that ask you to synthesize our work for the course using examples from multiple texts.  
The exam will be due on Monday, May 13th, in my office by noon.  

 
      3.   Discussion Board Responses 
 

On our Blackboard site, I will post a reading question to which you must respond before 
each day’s class.  You must respond by 11:00 a.m. on the day the response is due (if not, 
it will be counted as a missed response), and you should be prepared to talk in class about 
what you have written as a means of engendering discussion. 
 
Each response should be at least 150-200 words in length.  There are no right or wrong 
answers here, but you cannot simply summarize the reading assignment.  You must 
interact with the reading and engage it on an interpretive level.  Instead of responding 
directly to the question, you should feel free to respond to remarks made by someone else 
in class as well.  This will count as your response for the day as long as it is substantive 
and respectful.  
 
Assuming that you meet the length requirement and that you are actively interpreting the 
text (using quotes and paraphrasings to support your interpretation), the breakdown of 
your grade for this requirement will look like this: 
 
1 missed response (or none!) = A 
2 missed responses = B 
3 missed responses = C 
4 missed responses = D 
5 missed responses = F 

 
      4.   Class Participation 
 

Participation will consist of attendance and contribution to lucid class discussion.  
 

Attendance:  Attendance is essential.  Having said this, however, I am neither an 
unreasonable nor a naïve person, and I realize that sickness and other unfortunate 
circumstances will arise.  Therefore, each of you will be allowed two absences.  Any 
more than two will result in the dropping of your participation grade by one full letter 
grade for each absence after the allowable two.  You are fully responsible for anything 
that you miss when you are absent.   

 
Because I will treat you with respect and professional courtesy, I expect each of you to 
conduct yourselves in a respectful and professional manner.  This means that cell phones 
should be placed in silent mode and stored out of sight, and laptops may only be used in 
special circumstances, with students submitting for approval a written request explaining 
these circumstances.  You should also have your materials with you, you should be on 
time, and you should not leave early.  Additionally, it is an outstanding idea not to fall 
asleep in class.   
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**I place a high value on personal accountability, so unprofessionalism may lead to 
one or more of the following outcomes:  being marked absent for the day, being 
asked to sing a rendition of “I Dreamed a Dream” from Les Miserables for the class, 
being asked to memorize and recite the Gettysburg Address for your peers, being 
asked to perform a contemporary dance routine at the beginning of the next 
meeting.  But I will probably just mark you absent.** 
 
Class Discussion:  There is no getting around it—the only way to prepare for the 
discussions (and to write your responses) is to do the reading.  Although at times the 
reading load will be heavy, if you stay on schedule you should have no problem keeping 
up.  In order to contribute to discussion, you must—in fact—speak.  I realize that some 
students can be shy and that the thought of speaking aloud in class can make the knees 
quake with nervousness.  In the professional world, however, rewards are only won 
through calculated risks.  In this particular class, you need to present your ideas during 
discussion in order to attain a participation grade with which you will be happy.  

 
     5.    Middle English Translation Opportunity 

 
On Monday, April 8th, there will be a brief translation opportunity for you to demonstrate 
your skills in reading Middle English.  I assure you that I am not doing this because I am 
a cruel person.  Since you will undoubtedly be writing about a Middle English text at 
some point during the semester, you will need to be proficient in reading it.  Having this 
opportunity sooner rather than later will allow you to polish your reading skills and/or 
seek extra help with the language. 
 

      6.   Twitter 
 

The social media site Twitter has been gaining tremendous currency in the academic 
world as an instrument for sharing information, commenting on issues related to higher 
education, addressing issues in one’s particular field, etc.  As such, it has achieved 
acclaim for its use as a pedagogical tool to extend the work of the classroom.  We are 
going to use Twitter in this course as a complement to our other activities and to augment 
the analytical work of the class.  Beyond its relevance to the coursework, though, you are 
encouraged to explore the site as to its possibilities for professional networking for 
yourselves.  Certainly follow me (@joshua_r_eyler) and the other members of the class, 
but also follow leaders in your field.  Make connections!  
 
Although we will sometimes use Twitter in the classroom, the bulk of your Twitter 
activity will take place outside of class.  You will be required to tweet a minimum of five 
times per week.  The only guidelines for tweets are:  1) they must have something to do 
with the class (i.e. a response to the reading, a link to a related article, a question, etc.); 2) 
they must be substantive; and 3) they must be respectful.  In addition to reading your 
tweets on a regular basis, I will be using an online archiving tool to keep track of Twitter 
activity. 
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You must use the hashtag #LitMA320 in your tweets so that they register as being a part 
of our class discussion.  Any tweets that do not incorporate this hashtag will not be 
counted, because the website will not record their activity. 
 
I will hold a Twitter tutorial on the second day of class to answer any questions you 
might have. 
 
Twitter activity will be graded on a pass/fail basis.  If you tweet the requisite number of 
times (5 tweets per week X 15 weeks = 75 total tweets), then you will receive an A for 
this assignment.  If not, you will receive an F.   
   

The Purpose of College:  Simply put, I see a college classroom as an intellectual laboratory 
where we are not just learning the basics, but we are also constructing new knowledge.  In this 
course, you will be required to think for yourself and to arrive at your own interpretations of 
literature.  I do not want you to reflect back to me my own words and thoughts like some kind of 
mirror; instead, I want you to assess your cognitive models and to develop your own 
argumentative abilities.               
 
The “So What?” Clause:  At any point in the semester and during any class, you may politely 
interrupt the work of the classroom to ask me, “So What?”  Once you have asked me this, I will 
pause briefly to show you exactly why the subject we are discussing is important and relevant to 
your study of literature and to your educational goals as students.  To keep our classroom from 
breaking down into a succession of tangents, though, you will—collectively— have one “So 
What?” per day.  I have several reasons for making this clause a part of our course.  First of all, it 
ensures you that we are doing nothing frivolous in the classroom.  Secondly, I want you to see 
that literature has many webs of influence and importance that extend beyond the text we are 
reading at any given moment.  Finally, “So What?” is the question you will have to answer time 
and again in your written work for this course as you seek to understand the significance of the 
topics you are discussing. 
 
A Word about Office Hours:  I strongly encourage all of my students to make use of my office 
hours as often as possible.  I have tried to schedule them so that they might accommodate even 
the most rigorous of class schedules.  Office hours can be used to discuss the readings in more 
detail, to explore drafts of your essays, to work through any difficulties you may be having with 
the course, or simply to let me know how you’re doing. 
 
Grading:  Students will be evaluated using the standard grading scale for George Mason 
University:  A+, A, A-, B+, B, B-, C+, C, C-, D, or F.  I hold all of my students to high 
standards, and I have confidence that each of you will achieve great success if you are willing to 
put in the effort required for this course.  Together, we will work to bring your writing and your 
analysis of literature to a level that demonstrates mastery of the course material, and you will 
reach the point where you are producing strong, well-developed, inventive arguments that utilize 
textual evidence in effective and even unique ways.  In my classes, grades are earned; they are 
not rewards for hard work or effort.  Hard work and effort are necessary concomitants to doing 
well in this course, but you will be graded on the degree of success you have achieved in your 
essays and on your exams.      
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An A-paper is exceptional in every way—in its argument, analysis, organization, tone, and 
language. 
 
A B-paper has a good argument but has one or more major flaws in organization, logic, analysis, 
or language that impede the development and the defense of the argument. 
 
A C-paper has a poor argument along with major flaws in the development of the essay.  Often I 
find that C-papers are made up almost entirely of summary. 
 
A D-paper has no argument, has no textual evidence, has not fulfilled the requirements of the 
assignment, or has some combination of these problems. 
 
An F-paper has either completely missed the point of the assignment, or it is so far below the 
page requirement that it does not even merit reading, or it is a paper that has been plagiarized (a 
condition that comes with other, more severe penalties, as well—see below). 
 
**Note:  I do not discuss grades over email.  If you wish to talk about your grades (and I am 
more than happy to do this), please set up a meeting with me. 
 
Course Grade: 
Contextual Analysis    20% 
Media/Pop Culture Essay   20% 
Final Exam     20% 
Class Participation    10% 
Blackboard Responses   10% 
Middle English Translation Opportunity 10% 
Twitter      10% 
 
Academic Integrity and Plagiarism:  Plagiarism, as its name seems to suggest, is the plague of 
the academic community and will not be tolerated in this class in any of its shapes or forms.  
Acts of plagiarism may include, but are not limited to, failure to properly cite an author’s ideas, 
passing off another’s work as your own, and giving another your work to pass off as his/her own.  
 
Mason is an Honor Code university; please see the Office for Academic Integrity 
(http://academicintegrity.gmu.edu) for a full description of the code and the honor committee 
process. The principle of academic integrity is taken very seriously and violations are treated 
gravely. What does academic integrity mean in this course? Essentially this: when you are 
responsible for a task, you will perform that task. When you rely on someone else’ s work in an 
aspect of the performance of that task, you will give full credit in the proper, accepted form. 
Another aspect of academic integrity is the free play of ideas. Vigorous discussion and debate are 
encouraged in this course, with the firm expectation that all aspects of the class will be 
conducted with civility and respect for differing ideas, perspectives, and traditions. When in 
doubt (of any kind) please ask for guidance and clarification. 
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Students with Disabilities:  If you have a documented disability or other condition that may 
affect academic performance you should: 1) make sure this documentation is on file with the 
Office of Disability Services (SUB I, Rm. 2500; (703) 993-2474; http://ods.gmu.edu) to 
determine the accommodations you need; and 2) talk with me to discuss your accommodation 
needs.  I am committed to making the necessary arrangements that allow all students to 
participate fully and fairly in the educational process.  To this end, all course materials can be 
made available in alternate formats (such as large print, etc.) by request. 
 
Diversity Statement:  George Mason University’s Diversity Statement reads, “George Mason 
University promotes a living and learning environment for outstanding growth and productivity 
among its students, faculty and staff. Through its curriculum, programs, policies, procedures, 
services and resources, Mason strives to maintain a quality environment for work, study and 
personal growth.  An emphasis upon diversity and inclusion throughout the campus community 
is essential to achieve these goals. Diversity is broadly defined to include such characteristics as, 
but not limited to, race, ethnicity, gender, religion, age, disability, and sexual orientation. 
Diversity also entails different viewpoints, philosophies, and perspectives. Attention to these 
aspects of diversity will help promote a culture of inclusion and belonging, and an environment 
where diverse opinions, backgrounds and practices have the opportunity to be voiced, heard and 
respected.”  This statement is central to the work we will do in this class.  
 
Course Calendar: 
*Each reading assignment must be completed by the date listed on the syllabus. 
**BA = Broadview Anthology 
 
W 1/23—Course Introduction 
     Locating the Middle Ages 
 
M 1/28—Logistics:  Syllabus, Twitter, and Research Databases 
**[Please sign up for a Twitter account at www.twitter.com before coming to class.] 
 
Old English Literature 
W 1/30—Introduction to Anglo-Saxon (Old English) Language and Literature 
     King Alfred’s Preface to Pastoral Care (BA 127-30) 
**[Learning Survey due in class today, 1/30.] 
 
M 2/4—The Dream of the Rood (BA 31-34) 
   The Battle of Maldon (BA 103-08) 
   Understanding the Anglo-Saxon Comitatus 
W 2/6—The Wanderer, The Seafarer, The Wife’s Lament, and The Ruin (BA 24-30) 
 
M 2/11—Beowulf, Introduction and ll. 1-661 (BA 44-55) 
[**Note:  The Glossary and Genealogy on pp. 88-92 may be helpful as you work through 
the poem.] 
W 2/13—Beowulf, ll. 662-1815 (BA 55-70) 
 
M 2/18—Beowulf, ll. 1816-2601 (BA 70-80) 
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W 2/20—Beowulf, ll. 2602-3182 (BA 80-88) 
 
Middle English Literature  
M 2/25—Introduction to Middle English Literature; or, “It’s the End of the World as  
      They Knew It” 
W 2/27—Marie de France, Bisclavret (BA 180-88) 
           Lanval (BA 188-203) 

        Laustic (BA 203-07) 
           Chevrefoil (BA 207-09) 
 
M 3/4—What’s with Those Wacky Vowels?:  A Crash Course in Reading Middle English 
        First lines of Sir Orfeo to be worked through in class (BA 237)  
W 3/6—Sir Orfeo (BA 236-45) 
 
M 3/11—Spring Break 
W 3/13—Spring Break 
 
M 3/18—Introducing Geoffrey Chaucer (BA 379-82; 396-97) 
     Chaucer, General Prologue (BA 399-414) 
W 3/20—General Prologue, continued     
 
M 3/25—Chaucer, Knight’s Tale, Parts 1 and 2 (BA 415-30) 
W 3/27—Chaucer, KT to the end (BA 431-48) 
 
M 4/1—Conclude Discussion of KT 
W 4/3—No Class; Chaucer Twitter Activity 
 
M 4/8—TRANSLATION OPPORTUNITY  

  Chaucer, Miller’s Prologue and Tale (BA 448-60)   
W 4/10—The Gawain-Poet:  Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, Part 1 (BA 258-72)   
 
M 4/15—SGGK, Parts 2 and 3 (BA 272-310) 
W 4/17—SGGK, Part 4 and Context (BA 310-27) 
 
M 4/22—The Book of Margery Kempe, Selections (BA 604-24) 
W 4/24—Sir Thomas Malory, Selections from Le Morte Darthur (BA 754-95) 
 
M 4/29—Second Shepherd’s Play (BA 698-714) 
**[Annotated Bibliographies due in class today, 4/29.] 
W 5/1—Constructing Exam Questions 
 
M 5/6—The End of Medieval British Literature 
   Where Do We Go from Here? 
**[Media/Pop Culture essays due in class today, 5/6.] 
 
Final Exam:  Due on Monday, May 13th, in my office by noon. 


