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Description: 
Seeing hell for oneself, watching the torture of a saint, looking at illustrations of war: these 
profoundly terrible experiences, narrated and drawn, shaped the way medieval readers took in the 
world around them, its violence, its suffering, its preponderance of evils. But how exactly does 
literature allow readers to witness and process such horrors? How is the observation of violence 
transformed by art? What is unique about the medieval experience of these artistic and literary forms 
of mediation? What can they teach us about our own contemporary cultural encounters with the 
sights and stories of atrocity? By exploring questions like these, this course will consider the didactic, 
religious, and epistemological functions of witnessing in a variety of early medieval texts, such as 
Prudentius’s Psychomachia (in which the Virtues engage in a gruesome battle against the Vices), the 
Apocalypse of Paul (in which Paul sees hell and lives to tell about it), early English law codes, the 
Life of St. Margaret, the Old English poems Genesis and Andreas. These medieval texts will be read 
alongside thinkers like Giorgio Agamben, W.J.T. Mitchell, and Susan Sontag, whose work on images 
of atrocity and forms of witnessing in the modern world will both inform our critical examination of 
the Middle Ages while opening up the possibility for rethinking literature and art in relation to 
contemporary experiences of violence.  
 
Books (available at the Seminary Coop) 
Boethius. The Consolation of Philosophy. Trans. David R. Slavitt. Harvard, 2010. 
Anlezark, Daniel, ed. Old Testament Narratives. Harvard, 2011 (OTN) 
Gardiner, Eileen, ed. Visions of Heaven and Hell before Dante. Italica, 2008. 
Sontag, Susan. Regarding the Pain of Others. Picador, 2003. 
Other texts to be provided in digital form via Canvas.  
 
Evaluation: 
Active participation: 25% 
Reflections: 30% (15% each) 
Final project: 40% (10% for the proposal) 
Lecture response: 5% 
 
Participation: 
Attendance at all lectures and discussion section meetings is required. Active and engaged 
participation is critical to the quality and success of the course. The discussion sections in particular 
are an opportunity for you to express your own ideas and hear those of your classmates. There will 
also be opportunities to contribute to the conversation during lectures. Please voice your thoughts, 



no matter how incomplete they may be. Readings and other assignments must be completed 
carefully before class and it is advisable to come prepared with at least one critical observation, 
question, or interpretation about a specific passage. Unexcused or repeated absences will adversely 
affect your grade. However, I will excuse two absences for any reason: as long as you write to me to 
let me know that you will be absent, you don’t need to provide an explanation. Otherwise, absences 
will be excused for sickness, emergencies, or truly unavoidable conflicts.  If you have any concerns 
or would like advice on how to improve your participation, please do not hesitate to speak to me or 
your CAs. 
 
Assignments:  
1. Theory reflection: Select one or two conversations conducted by Brad Evans as part of his 

“Histories of Violence” project (https://www.historiesofviolence.com), and in 500 words reflect 
on the most salient features of the conversation and how it might inform our understanding of 
medieval/historical violence. 

2. Art reflection: Visit the Art Institute of Chicago and select one or several artworks or images 
that engage the problem of violence. Write 500 words on the work that the image is doing, and 
if possible try to utilize and incorporate into your discussion one or more of the texts that we 
have read so far, whether medieval or theoretical—but only if doing so enhances your 
understanding of the image or artwork in some specific and serious way. Include a photograph 
of the image or artwork with your paper. All University of Chicago students get free admission 
to the Art Institute of Chicago with your UCID (via ARTSPASS). 

3. Final project and proposal: 
a. For your final project you may either write a 2000-word analytic essay or produce a creative 

work accompanied by a 500-word discussion of the intellectual stakes of the project and its 
place in relation to one or more of the topics discussed in the class.   
i. The analytic essay is to be written on the text or topic of your choice, focusing on the 

themes of witnessing and evil/violence in any early medieval text(s) or providing a new 
interpretation of a text we have read in this class or embarking on some combination of 
these approaches. It is of crucial importance that your argument and analysis be as tightly 
focused as possible. 

ii. The creative work is a deliberately open-ended assignment, allowing you to engage with 
the problem of witnessing evil, suffering, atrocity, violence, etc. in a way other than the 
analytic essay. The work should be thoughtful, meaningful, and deeply engaged with the 
kinds of questions that have arisen over the course of the term. 

b. By end of week 5, please write a 500-word proposal for your final project, in which you put 
forward the specific focus of your final paper, the questions you will try to answer, the texts 
you will likely discuss, and the specific examples you expect to find most compelling as you 
formulate your argument. Think of this assignment as the writing of your own essay prompt. 
The proposal will be graded pass/fail and is not a binding contract. However, the topic or 
project is still subject to the instructor’s approval, and the sophistication of the proposal 
itself will factor into the grade for the final project. If you choose to do a creative project, 
the proposal must be thoughtful and should lay out a thorough and precise workplan as well 
as preliminary goals for the end product.    

4. Lecture response: Attend Seeta Chaganti’s lecture on May 15th and write a 300-word response. 
Please speak with me if you cannot attend the lecture due to a scheduling conflict or emergency. 

 
Academic honesty 
You must acknowledge other people’s ideas whether you are quoting them directly or paraphrasing 
them. You should have received a copy of Doing Honest Work in College, which provides information 



about citation and documentation. A useful online guide can be found here. Plagiarism is a very 
serious issue. If you have questions about how or when to cite sources, please consult your 
instructor, CA, or the writing tutors in Harper Library. If you are struggling with a paper or 
assignment, don’t take the easy way out. Please come talk to me or your CA, and we can 
help you with your writing. It’s what we’re here for! See the relevant section of the Student 
Manual for the University’s policies on academic honesty. 
 
Academic accommodations 
If you require any accommodations for this course, as soon as possible please provide me with a 
copy of your Accommodation Determination Letter (provided to you by the Student Disability 
Services office). If you have a documented disability (or think you may have a disability) and, as a 
result, need a reasonable accommodation to participate in class, complete course requirements, or 
benefit from the University’s programs or services, you are encouraged to contact Student Disability 
Services as soon as possible. Please contact the office at 773-702-6000/TTY 773-795-1186 or 
disabilities@uchicago.edu, or visit the website at disabilities.uchicago.edu. If you have any other 
concerns about your ability to participate fully in the class or to meet the requirements, please 
discuss them with me as soon as possible. 
 
Electronic devices 
Please be respectful with your use of laptops and tablets. Ideally, you will print out your readings and 
take notes with pen and paper, but I also recognize that will be impracticable for some. It goes 
without saying, however, that texting, email, or other electronic distractions should be avoided. 
 
Schedule of topics and readings  (This schedule is subject to change)

 

 Topics Readings 

3/31 Introduction  

4/2 No class Please take this time to read and gather your thoughts on 
Boethius. You might also wish to start reading through some of 
the conversations at the Histories of Violence project. 

4/3 Discussion: despair Boethius, Consolation of Philosophy, Bks I and II 

4/7 
 

On the existence of evil Boethius, Consolation of Philosophy, Bks IV and V  
Boethius, Consolation of Philosophy, Bk III (Optional) 
Theory: Lyotard, from The Differend (esp. §§ 1-27) 
Theory: Ronell, “The Testamentary Whimper” (Optional) 

4/9 
 

On law, testimony, 
witnesses 

Early English laws: Ine and Alfred; Fonthill Letter (Canvas) 
Theory: Feldman and Laub, from Testimony (Canvas) 

4/10 Discussion: justice  

4/14 On the visual Prudentius, Psychomachia  



 representation and 
ethics of violence 

Consult manuscript illustrations online (via Canvas) 

4/16 
 

On virtue and vice Prudentius, Psychomachia 
Theory: Chute, from Disaster Drawn (Canvas) 

4/17 Discussion: agency Due: Assignment 1 (Theory Reflection) 

4/21 
 

On the opened eyes of 
Adam and Eve 

Genesis (OTN) 
Consult manuscript images online (via Canvas) 

4/23 
 

On secrets and sacrifice Genesis (OTN) 
Theory: Derrida, “Poetics of Witnessing” (Canvas) 

4/24 Discussion: shame  

4/28 On wonder and 
knowledge 

Daniel (OTN) 
Theory: Agamben, from Remnants of Auschwitz (Canvas) 

4/30 
 

Special Collections 
Visit 

Further instructions forthcoming 

5/1 
 

Discussion: 
interpretation 

Due: Project proposal 

5/5 
 

On participatory 
violence 

Life of St. Margaret (Canvas) 
Theory: Benjamin, “Critique of Violence” (Canvas) 

5/7 
 

No class Please use this as an opportunity to visit the Art Institute of 
Chicago, if you haven’t already. 

5/8 Discussion: gender  

5/12 
 

On seeing the pain of 
others 

Plato, from the Republic  (Canvas) 
Augustine, from The Confessions (Canvas) 
Theory: Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others 

5/14 
 

SMART Museum 
visit 

Further instructions forthcoming 

5/15 
 

Discussion: aesthetics 
Seeta Chaganti Lect.  
3:30 - Rosenwald 15 

Due: Assignment 2 (Art Reflection) 
Lecture: “Gray Ghosts: Early English Law and Extra judicial 
Violence in Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird” 

5/19 
 

On the divine witness 
(and also cannibalism) 

Andreas (Canvas) 



5/21 
 

On doubt and belief Andreas (Canvas) 
Theory: Derrida, “Demeure: Fiction and Testimony” (Canvas) 

5/22 Discussion: fiction  

5/26 
 

On seeing other words Visions of Hell (St. Peter’s Apocalypse; St. Paul’s Apocalypse; 
Three visions from Gregory the Great; Furseus’s vision; 
Drythelm’s vision) 
Theory: War photographers on “The shot that nearly killed me” 
(The Guardian) (Canvas) 

5/28 
 

On what cannot be 
seen 

Bernard of Cluny, from De contemptu mundi (Canvas) 
Theory: Feldman, from Archives of the Invisible (Canvas) 

5/29 Discussion: imagination  

6/2 
 

 Medieval manuscript images depicting scenes of violence 
Theory: Groebner, from Defaced: The Visual Culture of Violence in 
the Late Middle Ages (Canvas) 
Theory: Mitchell, from Cloning Terror (Canvas) 

6/10  Due: final project 

 
 


