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2011 Winter Session (2011-2012 Academic Year) 
ENGL 489: Language Majors Seminar (3 credits) 
 
Instructor: Leslie Arnovick 
Section: 001 
Term: 1 
 

Biblical Sources and Language for Medieval Drama 

 
Course Description: 
This seminar traces the biblical sources and language of select late medieval English dramas.  After 
reading a wide selection of plays from the Corpus Christi cycles, each student will select individual plays 
for further analysis.  Students will trace the sources and analogues for each play analyzed, asking how 
the biblical narrative is adapted for enactment in the medieval pageant.  Just as students trace plot 
developments, they will also examine biblical language as it is "translated" from Scripture into popular 
entertainment.  While the clerics responsible for the script of certain plays relied on the Latin Vulgate 
translation of the Bible, laity may have known the Middle English Bible attributed to the Lollards (school 
of Wycliffe).  By comparing and contrasting the two versions of each biblical source students will 
explore the extent of English familiarity with the Bible.  By comparing and contrasting sources with 
pageants, students will identify the literary strategies (e.g. stereotyped characters, humor, 
contemporary setting) employed in the vernacular drama.  The use of colloquial spoken English will be 
seen to play a key role in the adaption of biblical material for the medieval stage (or pageant cart). 
 
Eligibility: 
Registration in the course is restricted to fourth-year students majoring in English with an emphasis in 
language. 
 
Prerequisites: 
There is no course prerequisite for English 489.  While a working knowledge of Middle English would be 
ideal, a willingness to immerse oneself in this late medieval language (practically Early Modern English) 
is all that is necessary.  Texts are glossed with Modern English equivalents and explanatory notes are 
provided in the edition ordered for class. 
 
Required Texts: 

 Bevingon, David.  [1975]  2001.  Medieval Drama. Wadsworth Publishing. ISBN-10: 
0395139155; ISBN-13: 978-0395139158. 

 Wycliffe New Testament 1388: An Edition in Modern Spelling , William Cooper (Editor). 
2002.  British Library/ University of Toronto Press. ISBN: 9780712347. 

 Kolve, V.A.  1966.  A Play Called Corpus Christi.  Stanford University Press. ISBN-10: 
0804702780; ISBN-13: 978-0804702782 . 

 Online versions of the Vulgate (Duay-Rheims translation) and Middle English Old Testament. 
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Course Requirements: 
Students will be responsible for at least two short in-class presentations and one longer formal seminar 
presentation (all delivered with outlines) as well as for participation in seminar discussions.  Students 
will submit a 10 page seminar paper at the end of the term. 


