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Abstract 

 
This study explores the function of imagination 

in Middle English literature. By examining several 
major genres in Middle English literature I hope to 
point out the significance and continuity of medieval 
Imagination in British literary history.  

Never meant to be negative, I discover that 
medieval Imagination, by all possible definitions, 

basically separates itself from the functioning of five 
senses and designates a mental faculty responsive to 
various information from the subject’s constitute 
outside. It then facilitates an exact process of inventing 
and remembering imagistic, linguistic, logical, as well 
as rhetorical syntheses of such information. I also 
discover that Bartholomaeus Anglicus’s De 

Proprietatibus Rerum, Mandevill’s Travels, and The 
Bestiary are full of evidences to support such a 
definition. Texts of Chaucer, Langland, Gower, and 
Pear-Poet give literary evidendence.  

A second finding is in another popular genre 
such as Piers Plowman and in the prophetic dreams of 
such “histories” as Geoffrey of Monmouth’s The 
History of the Kings of Britain and Layamon’s Brut. 
What connect medieval Imagination to this genre are 
religious and political elements.  

A third finding can also be found in 
Monmouth’s History, Layamon’s Brut, and the 
Alliterative Morte Arthure. I discover that in trying to 
cover the supernatural elements the writers and oral 
transmitter of these “histories” have inserted a great 
deal of “imaginative speeches.” This shows that 
medieval Imagination often has to take on the form of 
rhetorical inventions, which leads me to conclude that 
medieval Imagination and rhetoric are closely related.   

In conclusion, the later development of medieval 
Imagination in the Renaissance and the nineteenth 
century, namely in Spenser and Coleridge, is also 
observable. 
 
Keywords: Imagination, Middle English Literature, 

Arthur, Bartholomaeus, Dream-Vision, 
Chivalric Romance 

 

���
�� 

1. �� 

One of the major differences between medieval and 
modern times lies in how people comprehend the act 
of composition. Today a work can be appreciated from 
various angels – the flourishing of postmodern theories 
all so well testify to this. In the Middle Ages, 
however, things were quite different. Literature was 
seen almost quite exclusively from the perspective of 
rhetoric, whose meaning is simply to persuade. Since 
today we believe that expressive theory and 
imagination are inseparable, and since medieval 
Imagination must thus have a close relationship with 
medieval rhetorical training, studying the place of 
Imagination in medieval literary theory seems to 
promise a rewarding result. For one thing, medieval 
Imagination seems to be quite necessary to understand 
literature in general. In the Renaissance, imagination 
became quite closely connected to the psychology of 
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melancholy, which scholars have been studying since 
then. And Fulke Greville wrote that “knolwlddges 
next organ is Imagination; A glasse, wherein the 
obiect of our Sense / Ought to reflect true height…For 
vnderstandins cleare intelligence” (A Treatie of Human 
Learning). Bacon also wrote that imagination 
embodies “the print of Truth” (Works 3.382). Finally, 
the significance of Imagination can be attested by 
British literary history in the nineteenth century. 
Coleridge, the father of modern English literary 
criticism, asserts that imagination is “the faculty by 
which I had characterized Milton,” and fancy the 
faculty that makes Abraham Cowley a much less 
powerful poet. The reason is that “Milton had a 
highly imaginative, Cowley a very fanciful mind.” 
Coleridge further emphasizes that the distinction 
between these two faculties is so so important that the 
nature of poetry can be “anticipated” by looking into 
the essential differences between them (Biographia 
Literariia IV). Indeed, nineteenth-century British 
literature has brought home a fundamental significance 
of literary Imagination. And to fully understand this 
significance, it surely is desirable to study its earlier 
history, particularly the Middle Ages.  

 
2. �� 

In view of the fact that previous studies have not 
been able to provide a more thorough investigation of 
the relations between medieval writing and expressive 
Imagination, this project purports to write a paper on 
the literary significance of medieval Imagination and 
on the relations between imaginative process and ways 
texts were composed in Middle English literature.   
 
���� 

CÌ��ÛÜI�£Ý��´1��#��

Þß à�áâã� A4äåæ 12ç New Times 

Roman�á�Óè �é�êDÛ\ë1ìíI;

îr "ïÕðñ
Ûg'òjYó1 

 
�������� 

(1) CÌ��674ôZõ�ö÷�  8ø

�ù)mú�
Û>8Üûü 
Û°±�
�'

B��©�67ý�þ����� 

(2) CÌ���ð�¬��	
��
�'

� � �  � Popular Literaturex Historyx

Dream-Vision�Romance	
��ù)�� }


ËÕEBÌÍ��D� �i£�R�"���6

71 

(3) d�������)���D����

'  � ' � � Q ! D µ � } � Mimetic 

Theories� �
Ó"<ÓÔ
�Dw�'����

�# Expressive Theories��#$���­�¡ Ë

}.\½%&Ås '..�g(67DF) �

���'��'�*�1 

 
������ 

 
Blake, N. F., ed.  Caxton's Own Prose.  London, 

1973.   
Brut (by Layamon).  1. Ed. G. L. Brooks and R. F. 

Leslie.  Layamon's Brut.  Vol. I, EETS, no. 
250.  London, 1963.  (No Glossary).  2. 
EETS 277.  3. Translation: F. Madden (1847).  
4. Translation: Donald G. Bzdyl (Binghamton, 
NY, 1989).   

Prose Brut.  EETS 131 and 136.  Extract in Archiv 
52 (1874): 10-29.  A different version, ed. in 
Camden Society 64 (1856).   

Garbárty, Thomas J. ed.  Medieval English 

Literature.  Lexington, Massachusetts: D. C. 
Heath, 1984.  (All Breton lais, Brut, The 
Alliterative Morte Arthure, History of the Kings 

of Britain, The Bestiary, The Travels of Sir 

John Mandeville,) 
Griscom, A., ed.  The Historia Regum Britanniae 

of Geoffrey of Monmouth.  Geneva, 1977.  
(Cambridge edition, University College MS 
with variants; first published 1929. Translation: 
The History of the Kings of Britain, by Lewis 
Thorpe, Penguin, 1966.) 

Hamel, Mary, ed.  Morete Arthure: A Critical 
Edition, Garland Medieval Texts, Number 9.  
New York: Garland, 1984.  (The updated 
unabridged edition.)  

Langland, William.  The Vision of Piers Plowman: 
A Complete Edition of the B-Text.  Ed., A. V. 
C. Schmidt.  New York: E. P. Dutton, 1978. 

John Trevisa of Barth.  On the Properties of Things: 
John Trevisa's Translation of Bartholomaeus 

Anglicus’s De Proprietatibus Rerum: A Critical 

Text.  3 vols.  Ed. M. C. Seymour, et al.  
Oxford at the Clarendon Press, 1975-88.   

Puttenham, George.  The Arte of English Poesie 
1589.  Ed. G. Gregory Smith.  Elizabethan 
Critical Essays.  Vol. 2.  Oxford UP, 1904.  
1-193.   

 
II. Secondary Sources 

Abrams, M. H.  The Mirror and the Lamp: 
Romantic Theory and the Critical Tradition.  
Oxford UP, 1953.   

Alford, John A.  “The Idea of Reason in Piers 
Plowman.”  Ed., Edward D. Kennedy, et al.  
Medieval English Studies Presented To George 

Kane.  Cambridge: Brewer, 1988. 
Allen, J. B.  “Herman the German’s Averroistic 

Aristotle and Medieval Literary Theory.”  
Mosaic ix (1976): 67-81. 

Barron, W. R. J.  English Medieval Romance.  
New York: Longman, 1987. 



 3

Barron, W. R. J., and S. C. Weinberg, eds.  
La3amon’s Arthur: The Arthurian Section of 

La3amon’s Brut (Lines 9229-14297). Austin: 
Texas, 1989.  (Probably the most recent 
translation of the Arthurian section of La3amon’s 
Brut.) 

Bennett, J. A. W.  Middle English Literature. Ed. 
Douglas Gray.  Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986 

Boggess, William F.  “Aristotle’s Poetics in the 
Fourteenth Century.”  Studies in Philology 67 
(1970): 278-285. 

Bowra, Maurice.  The Romantic Imagination.  
Oxford UP, 1950.   

Brett, R. L.  “Fancy and Imagination.”  The 
Critical Idiom.  20 vols.  General editor, John 
D. Jump.  London: Methuen, 1971. 

Bundy, Murray Wright.  The Theory of Imagination 
in Classical and Medieval Thouught.  The 
University of Illinois, 1927. 

Childress, D. T.  “Between Romance and Legend: 
Secular Hagiography in Middle English 
Literature.”  Philological Quarterly 57(1978): 
311-22. 

Eldredge, L. M.  “Some Medical Evidence on 
Langland’s Imaginatif.”  Ed., John Alford and 
M. Tavormina. The Yearbook of Langland 
Studies, Vol. 3.  East Lansing, MI: Colleague, 
1989. 131-6. 

Everett, D.  “La3amon and the Earliest Middle 
English Alliterative Verse.”  Essays on Middle 
English Literature.  Ed.  P. Kean.  Oxford, 
1955.  23-45. 

Fleischman, Suzanne. “On the Represen-tation of 
History and Fiction in the Middle Ages.”  
History and Theory 22 (1983): 278-310. 

Frankins, P. J.  “La3amon’s English Sources.”  J. 
R. R. Tolkien, Scholar and Storyteller: Essays in 

Memoriam.  Ed. Mary Salu and Robert T. 
Farrell.  Ithaca and London: Cornell UP, 1979.  
64-75. 

Gardner, John. “Comment on the Alliterative Morte 
Arthure.”  Ed. & trans., John Gardner, The 
Alliterative Morte Arthure and Other Middle 

English Poems.  Carbondale and Edwardsville: 
Southern Illinois UP, 1971.  239-256. 

Geoffrey de Vinsauf.  Poetria Nova of Geoffrey of 
Vinsauf.  Trans., Margret F. Nims.  Toronto, 
1967.  (Detailed marginal notes, quick browse.) 

Harwood, B. J.  “Imaginative in Piers Plowman.”  
Medium Ævum 44 (1975): 249-263. 

Hieatt, Constance B.  The Realism of Dream 
Visions: The Poetic Exploitation of the 

Dream-Experience in Chaucer and his 

Contemporaries.  The Hague, 1967.   
Keiser, G. R.  “The Theme of Justice in the 

Alliterative Morte Arthure.”  Annuale 

Mediaevale 16 (1975): 94-109. 

Kelly, D.  Medieval Imagination: Rhetoric and the 
Poetry of Courtly Love.   Madison, Wisconsin: 
U of Wisconsin, 1978.  (On the function of 
imagination, rhetoric, and allegory in medieval 
courtly literature, chiefly French.) 

Le Goff, Jacques.  The Medieval Imagination. Trans., 
Arthur Goldhammer.  Chicago: The University 
of Chicago Press, 1988.  (Marvels have been an 
instrument of political power.)  

Le Saux, Francoise H. M.  Layamon’s Brut: The 
Poem and its Sources.  Cambridge: Brewer, 
1989.  (Good bibliography.) 

Lewis, C. S.  “Imagination and Thought in the 
Middle Ages.”  Studies in Medieval and 
Renaissance Literature.  Ed.  W. Hooper.  
Cambridge, 1966.  41-63. 

Loomis, R. S.  “Notes on La3amon.”  Review of 
English Studies 10 (1934): 78-84. 

Loomis, R. S.  Arthurian Literature in the Middle 
Ages: A Collaborative History.  Oxford, 1959. 

Loomis, R. S.  The Development of Arthurian 
Romance.  London, 1963. 

Lynch, Kathryn L.  The High Medieval Dream 
Vision: Poetry, Philosophy, and Literary Form.  
Stanford UP, 1988. 

Middle English Dictionary.  (Items: 
“imaginacioun,” “fantasie.”) 

Minnis, A. J.  “Discussions of ‘Authorial Role’ 
and ‘Literary Form’ in Late-Medieval Scriptural 
Exegesis.”  Beitrage zur Geschichte der 

Deutschen Sprache und Literatur 99 (1977): 
37-65.  

Minnis, A. J.  “Langland’s Ymaginatif and 
Late-Medieval Theories of Imagination.”  
Comparative Criticism 3 (1981): 71-103. 

Minnis, A. J.  “Late-Medieval Discussions of 
Compilatio and the Role of the Compilator.”  
Beitrage zur Geschichte der Deutschen Sprache 

und Literatur 101 (1979): 385-421.  (Introduces 
the notion of auctor, auctoritas, compilatio, and 
ordinatio in medieval book-making.  The 
extended notion of the theory of compilatio was 
held to solve theological and literary 
controversies.) 

Minnis, A. J.  Rhetoric in the Middle Ages.  
Berkeley, 1974. 

Morse, Ruth. “‘This Vague Relation:’ Historical 
Fiction and Historical Veracity in the Later 
Middle Ages.” Leeds Studies in English n. s. 13 
(1982), 85-103.   

O’Sharkey, E. M.  “King Arthur’s Prophetic 
Dreams and the Role of Modred in La3amon’s 
Brut and the Alliterative Morte Arthure.”  
Romania, 99 (1978): 347-362. 

Parkes, M. B.  “The Influence of the Concepts of 
Ordinatio and Compilatio on the Development 
of the Book.”  Medieval Learning and 

Literature: Essays Presented to R. W. Hunt.  



 4

Ed. J. J. G. Alexander and M. T. Gibson.  
Oxford, 1975.  115-141. 

Quain, E. A.  “The Medieval Accessus ad 
auctores.”  Traditio 3 (1945): 228-242. 

Quirk, Randolph.  “Vis Imaginativa.”  JEGP 53 
(1954): 81-83. 

Robertson, D. W.  A Preface to Chaucer.  
Princeton, 1962.  (Perception of art and truth is 
unique in the Middle Ages.) 

Salter, E.  “The Alliterative Revival.”  Modern 
Philology 64 (1967): 146-50, 233-7. 

Seamon, Roger G.  “Narrative Practice and the 
Theoretical Distinction between History and 
Fiction.”  Genre 16 (1983), 197-218. 

Spearing, A. C.  Medieval Dream Poetry.  
Cambridge UP, 1976. 

Stone, Brian.  “Introduction to Alliterative Morte 
Arthure.”  King Arthur’s Death: Alliterative 
Morte Arthure and Stanzaic Le Morte Arthur, a 
translation.  New York: Penguin, 1988. 

White, Hugh.  “Langland’s Ymaginatif, Kynde and 
the Benjamin Major.”  MAE 55 (1986): 241-48. 


