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Visions, Valor, and Vagrants: England’s Alliterative Revival 
 
Course Description: 
In late medieval England, much vernacular poetry was produced in London by such popular authors as 
Chaucer, Lydgate, and Gower, patronized by the aristocracy and the court of King Richard II, and 
significantly influenced by French literature and culture. This kind of “Ricardian” poetry came to 
represent medieval English poetry more generally over the next several centuries. However, there was 
another literary movement originating from the north midlands that captured the interest of readers 
outside the urban centre. This was a tradition of alliterative poetry that stylistically echoed older forms 
of English verse rather than imitating the tone and vocabulary of the French traditions. This movement 
toward recovering an older English tradition has been called the Alliterative Revival. While there is 
debate about whether alliterative poetry ever truly fell out of use from the twelfth century to the 
fourteenth, its production, circulation and readerly engagement certainly increased dramatically in the 
late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries. While London literary productions played with continental 
models of poetry and were entrenched in civic and courtly culture, the works of the Alliterative Revival 
engaged deeply in the English tradition in all its manifestations: English politics, English kingship, 
English landscapes, and English speech. The class will be reading, either in their entirety or in 
excerpted form, several important alliterative works, including Piers Plowman, Pearl, Sir Gawain and 
the Green Knight, Winner and Waster, and The Alliterative Morte Arthur in order to delve more deeply 
into such issues as the urban/rural divide, how these works respond to courtly poetry, how they 
engage politically, and how they weave together politics, history, and romance. The Alliterative Revival 
is constituted of de-centralized texts – poetry on the margins, so to speak – and as such it illuminates 
the reading patterns and ideologies of a forgotten population of readers. 

 


