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Piers Plowman  

ENGL310C Non-Chaucerian Middle English Literature 

Spring Term 2011 

Tue/Thur 1:00-2:20 HH 227 

Professor Sarah Tolmie 

 

Contact Information:  

Office Hours Tue/Thur 9:30-10:20 or by appointment 

Hagey Hall 266, ext. 36795 

stolmie@watarts.uwaterloo.ca 

 

Course Description 

This course will focus on the late fourteenth-century text Piers Plowman by William 

Langland, one of the longest, hardest and weirdest poems in the English language.  

Because of the difficulties of its alliterative language and wide-ranging vocabulary, we 

will read most of the text in translation. The course will nonetheless provide an 

introduction to Middle English, and to the poetic language of Langland in the original.  

The poem itself, which is theological, social, political and apocalyptic, engages with 

almost every prevailing idea and cultural form of the fourteenth century. It does so by 

combining every available literary genre — romance, dream vision, allegorical exemplum 

or fable, sermon, mystical treatise, scholastic argument, speculum principis or advice 

text, and more — into a huge, freewheeling, ironic form. The course will contextualize 

the poem in its own age, but is also open to analyzing the work with contemporary 

theoretical models and comparing it to postmodern literary and cultural forms, to which 

this medieval poem bears a startling resemblance.   

 

Course Objectives 

Using the multiple discourses of this poem, the course aims to introduce students to 

Middle English literature, and to propose an alternative vision of the foundation of the 

vernacular canon in English, one that does not begin with Chaucer.  

 

Required Text  

William Langland : Piers Plowman, Norton Critical edition (edition and translation of the 

B text in one volume)  

 

Work required and mark breakdown: 

One ten-minute oral presentation (consultation required)  15% 

One research essay, 2500-3000 words (consultation required) 35% 

Midterm test (translation)      10% 

Final exam        30% 

Participation        10% 
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Parameters of the Assignments 

 

Oral Presentations 

Scheduled presentation dates cannot be changed unless a doctor’s note is provided.  

Students must see me in office hours before their presentations, or make alternate 

arrangements to consult by e-mail. Topics are chosen by the student on any aspect of 

Langland and may be starting points for essays. 

 

Essay Requirements and Lateness Policy 

Students are responsible for developing their own research topics. Late research papers 

will be penalized a full letter grade (10%) and will not be accepted after seven days 

beyond the deadline, resulting in a grade of zero for the assignment. Essays must be 

submitted in person in class or dropped off the day before into the department drop box. 

Office hour/e-mail consultations are required as part of the grade and are the student’s 

responsibility to arrange; students should schedule their meetings once they have chosen 

a topic, and bring/send a preliminary bibliography of 3 items. Essays must be submitted 

with a bibliography of at least five items and be correctly formatted throughout according 

to the MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers. Correctness of grammar, 

presentation and citation will be assessed as part of the grade. Essays must contain a word 

count. I will accept proposals for creative assignments in lieu of essays; these must 

contain both a creative and a methodological component and a meeting in office hours is 

required. Essays/creative assignments are due at the final class and will be returned at the 

exam. 

 

Midterm 

This will be a one-hour translation test in class on a set passage, two sections of 

approximately 10 lines each to be rendered into contemporary English prose. Missed 

midterms can only be rescheduled if a doctor’s note is provided. 

 

Exam 

This will occur during the regularly scheduled examination period, cover all of the class 

material, and be in essay format. No translation will be required. The exam cannot be 

rescheduled unless a doctor’s note is provided. Student travel plans cannot be grounds for 

moving the exam date. 

 

Participation 

Regular attendance, engagement, and keeping up with the reading are the keys to a good 

participation mark. 

 

 

Schedule of classes 

 

Week 1 

Tue 3 May introduction to Middle English language and culture 

Thur 5 May  Overview of Piers Plowman (reading: Prologue) 

 



 3 

Week 2 

Tue 10 May Genre: dream vision, personification allegory (reading: Passus 1) 

Thur 12 May Genre: romance, satire (reading: Passus 2) 

 

Week 3 

Tue 17 May the three estates (reading: Passus 2-3) 

Thur 19 May I/Will and identitarian positions (reading: Passus 3-4) 

 

Week 4 

Tue 24 May kingship, law and order (reading: Passus 4) 

Thur 26 May preaching, sacraments, pilgrimage (reading: Passus 5) 

 

Week 5 

Tue 31 May work, penance, pardons (reading: Passus 6) 

Thur 2 June MIDTERM TRANSLATION TEST 

 

Week 6 

Tue 7 June knowledge and inquiry, scholasticism (reading: Passus 7) 

Thur 9 June Genre: psychomachia (reading:  Passus 8) 

 

Week 7 

Tue 14 June body and soul, marriage (reading: Passus 9) 

Thur 16 June poets and whores, intellectual pride (reading: Passus 10) 

 

Week 8 

Tue 21 June love, inner dream sequence, diegesis (reading: Passus 11) 

Thur 23 June Ymaginatif and faculty psychology (reading: Passus 12) 

 

Week 9 

Tue 28 June eating your words (reading: Passus 13) 

Thur 30 June Haukyn the minstrel (reading: Passus 14) 

 

Week 10 

Tue 5 July talking to yourself: Anima (reading: Passus 15)  

Thur 7 July the end of language: the tree of charity  (reading: Passus 16) 

 

Week 11 

Tue 12 July the old law and the new law  (reading: Passus 17) 

Thur 14 July affective piety: Will as witness  (reading: Passus 18) 

 

Week 12 

Tue 19 July paranoia and Apocalypse  (reading: Passus 19) 

Thur 21 July after the end, exam review  (reading: Passus 20) ESSAYS DUE IN 

CLASS  
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University Policies 

 

Academic Integrity: in order to maintain a culture of academic integrity, members of 

the University of Waterloo community are expected to promote honesty, trust, 

fairness, respect and responsibility. 

Grievance:  A student who believes that a decision affecting some aspect of his/her 

university life has been unfair or unreasonable may have grounds for initiating a 

grievance. Read Policy 70 - Student Petitions and Grievances, Section 4, 

http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy70.htm  

 

Discipline: A student is expected to know what constitutes academic integrity, to 

avoid committing academic offenses, and to take responsibility for his/her actions. A 

student who is unsure whether an action constitutes an offense, or who needs help in 

learning how to avoid offenses (e.g., plagiarism, cheating) or about ―rules‖ for group 

work/collaboration should seek guidance from the course professor, academic 

advisor, or the Undergraduate Associate Dean. When misconduct has been found to 

have occurred, disciplinary penalties will be imposed under Policy 71 – Student 

Discipline. For information on categories of offenses and types of penalties, students 

should refer to Policy 71 - Student Discipline, 

http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy71.htm 

 

Appeals: A student may appeal the finding and/or penalty in a decision made under 

Policy 70 - Student Petitions and Grievances (other than regarding a petition) or 

Policy 71 - Student Discipline if a ground for an appeal can be established. Read 

Policy 72 - Student Appeals, 

http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy72.htm 

 

Accommodations for Persons with Disabilities 

The Office for Persons with Disabilities (OPD), located in Needles Hall, Room 1132, 

collaborates with all academic departments to arrange appropriate accommodations for 

students with disabilities. If you require academic accommodations (such as alternate test 

and exam arrangements) please register with the OPD at the beginning of each academic 

term and inform the course instructor. 
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