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Introduction

A volume such as this would have been impossible ten years ago. Then, the accent in
late medieval English literature was on the ‘literary’. Geoffrey Chaucer was in the fore-
ground, shadowed by William Langland and the Gawain poet. The fifteenth century
was dominated by Thomas Malory’s Morte Darthur and the mystery plays, which often
seemed like the last gasp of the old order before Humanism and the Reformation
destroyed it for good. Medievalists occasionally made forays into critical ctheory — if only
to demonstrate that St Augustine had anticipated Jacques Lacan — and into neighbout-
ing disciplines, especially history, but by and large they gave the impression that the
traditional approaches to the traditional canon gave them plenty to do.

That insularity has now gone. The category of ‘lierature’ has broadened and deep-
ened to include other kinds of writing, especially of the religious variety. Of course,
religious writing has always been an unavoidable component of medieval literature more
generally, insofar as it occurs in the works of canonical auchors. But the centrality of
religious writing — of which there is an enormous amount as yet under-studied — is
now more generally acknowledged as a means of coming to terms wich distinctive and
influential structures of thought, feeling and representation. Manuals of religious
instruction, devotional treatises and mystical writing have been subject to the same
kind of scrutiny once reserved for, say, the Canterbury Tales. A major impetus for this
redirection of focus has been the recognition thar the ideas of John Wyclif and his
Lollard followers, who placed a high value on literacy, texts, translation and interpreta-
tion (especially of the Bible), are crucial to an understanding of the more general status,
circulation and meaning of late medieval writing. Furthermore, the polemical works
produced by Wiycliffites, and the measures taken to counteract them, take us to the
heart of religious and political ideology and controversy, offering fascinating and complex
objects of study, and providing insights into questions of authority, translation and
censorship.

At the same time, more general processes of literary production have become a key
interest: the ways in which manuscripts and eatly printed books were made, how texts



