
W
hile m

uch of the inform
ation in this book cam

e from
 

living sources—
professors of m

edieval history and tour 
guides through ruined m

onasteries, for exam
ple—

I also 
relied on m

any, m
any books. Som

e of these books m
ight 

be used in a school setting, even though they w
ere w

ritten 
w

ith an adult audience in m
ind. O

thers are popular 
histories and are accessible to adults looking to learn m

ore. 
A

nd som
e are fairly dense scholarly w

orks and are best 
consulted for deep dives into specific topics. I’ve included 
just a few

 of m
y favorite sources and divided them

 into 
those that m

ight be useful to young people and those that 
are probably best for adults, w

ith a short note on each title.

For Young People and A
dults

B
ennet, Judith M

. A
 M

edieval Life: C
ecilia Penifader of 

Brigstock, c. 1295–1344. Boston: M
cG

raw
-H

ill College, 1999.

A
nnotated B

ibliog
raphy
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Joynes, A
ndrew

 (ed.). M
edieval G

host Stories: A
n 

A
nthology of M

iracles, M
arvels, and Prodigies. W

oodbridge, 
Suffolk, England: B

oydell Press, 2001. 
This is one of m

y favorite collections of m
edieval 

prim
ary sources. I m

ean, how
 can you beat a 

collection of genuine m
edieval ghost stories? 

Joynes places each one in context, too, w
hich 

allow
s you to feel both scholarly and scared at 

the sam
e tim

e. 

R
oss, Jam

es B
ruce, and M

ary M
artin M

cLaughlin 
(eds.). The Portable M

edieval R
eader. N

ew
 York: Penguin 

B
ooks, 1977. 

A
 treasure trove of m

edieval sources. Probably 
too 

dense 
for 

m
iddle 

schoolers, 
but 

high 
schoolers (and college students and adults) can 
use the table of contents to find m

edieval w
ritings 

on all sorts of topics, from
 Italian fashion in the 

fourteenth century to the founding docum
ents of 

the U
niversity of Paris to how

 one com
m

unity of 
Jew

s dealt w
ith the B

lack D
eath. 

Schlitz, Laura A
m

y. G
ood M

asters! Sw
eet Ladies!: 

Voices from
 a M

edieval Village. B
oston: C

andlew
ick Press, 

2007. W
hile a w

ork of fiction, this N
ew

bery Aw
ard–

w
inning 

collection 
of 

m
onologues 

is 
so 

thoroughly researched and richly im
agined that, 
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This is a w
onderful and accessible account of 

one peasant village in England. It is short, the 
im

ages are very good, and it provides the reader 
w

ith a vivid picture of how
 life w

as really lived 
by the peasants of W

estern Europe. I highly 
recom

m
end it for classroom

 use or personal 
edification.

C
oles, R

ichard. Lives of the Im
probable Saints and 

Legends 
of 

the 
Im

probable 
Saints. 

London: 
D

arton, 
Longm

an, and Todd, 2012.
Saint D

enis, w
ho carried his head for m

iles w
hile 

it preached a serm
on, and Saint Law

rence, w
ho 

proclaim
ed “this side’s done” w

hile being roasted 
alive, are just tw

o of the am
azing saints described 

by 
C

oles 
in 

these 
hum

orous, 
kid-friendly, 

illustrated books. 

H
ozeski, B

ruce W
. (trans. and ed.). H

ildegard’s H
ealing 

Plants. B
oston: B

eacon Press, 2001. 
This is just a list of plants, collected and w

ritten 
by one of the great geniuses of the M

iddle 
A

ges—
and really, of all tim

e—
H

ildegard von 
B

ingen. H
ildegard w

as an abbess, a philosopher, 
a healer, and a com

poser (her m
usic is still 

perform
ed today, and it is beautiful). H

er book 
of plants is a great source for healing herbs . . .  
and poisons.  
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For A
dults

Abelard, Peter. Yes and N
o (Sic et N

on). Priscilla Throop 
(trans.). C

harlotte, Verm
ont: M

edievalM
S, 2008.

Peter Abelard is one of the m
ost fam

ous and m
ost 

im
portant theologians of the M

iddle Ages. W
hile 

he’s likely best know
n today for his chaste love 

affair w
ith H

éloïse (and the unm
entionable thing 

her father did to Abelard that m
ade it chaste), 

w
e now

 tend to ignore w
hat m

edieval scholars 
never ignored: Abelard w

as brilliant. This book, 
independently published, allow

s som
eone w

ho isn’t 
w

ell versed in m
edieval Latin to glim

pse Abelard’s 
revolutionary technique. In Sic et N

on, Abelard asks 
a series of incredibly diffi

cult questions (“G
od is the 

cause and producer of evil . . . or not”; “G
od does 

not have free w
ill . . . or H

e does”) and, instead of 
m

aking argum
ents one w

ay or another, presents 
evidence from

 the Bible and other authorities so 
that the readers (at the tim

e, students and scholars 
at the new

 U
niversity of Paris, and elsew

here) could 
com

e to their ow
n conclusions. 

Baldw
in, John W

. Paris, 1200. Stanford, C
alifornia: 

Stanford U
niversity Press, 2010. 

This is a w
onderfully rich scholarly portrait of 

Paris at the beginning of the thirteenth century. 
It covers the m

onarchy under Louis’s grandfather 

358 
A

D
A

M
 G

ID
W

IT
Z

paired w
ith the B

ennet book, you w
ill feel like 

you really know
 w

hat it’s like to live in a m
edieval 

village. A
lso, it’ll m

ake you laugh.

Sw
an, C

harles, and W
ynnard H

ooper (trans. and eds.). 
G

esta R
om

anorum
, or Entertaining M

oral Stories. N
ew

 
York: D

over, 1959. 
This book m

ay be m
y favorite m

edieval book—
and 

I w
ouldn’t be alone, because it w

as am
ong the m

ost 
popular books in the M

iddle Ages. It is a collection 
of am

using and supposedly m
orally edifying stories 

gathered from
 the serm

ons of traveling preachers 
during the thirteenth or fourteenth centuries. M

any 
of the stories are funny, others are disgusting, and 
som

e are am
azing. Best of all, they alw

ays end in an 
obscure m

oral that has nothing to do w
ith the story. 

W
hite, T. H

. (trans. and ed.). The B
ook of B

easts: B
eing 

a Translation from
 a Latin B

estiary of the Tw
elfth C

entury. 
N

ew
 York: D

over, 1984.
A w

onderful bestiary edited and translated by the 
author of the Arthur saga, The O

nce and Future 
King. A sam

ple: The M
anticora “has a threefold 

row
 of teeth m

eeting alternately: the face of a m
an, 

w
ith gleam

ing, blood-red eyes: a lion’s body: a tail 
like the sting of a scorpion, and a shrill voice w

hich 
is so sibilant it resem

bles the notes of flutes. It 
hankers after hum

an flesh m
ost ravenously.”



traveling through W
ales. There m

ay be no better 
w

ay to understand the cultural assum
ptions of 

a different age than to hear a chronicler w
rite 

about a strange place he’s visiting. 

Jones, C
olin. Paris: Biography of a C

ity. London: 
Penguin B

ooks, 2004. 
A fun and readable history of Paris, from

 its 
inception to . . . w

ell, w
ho am

 I kidding? I didn’t 
read past the section on the M

iddle Ages. But 
everything through then w

as entertaining and 
inform

ative!

Joinville and Villehardouin. C
hronicles of the Crusades. 

M
.R

.B
. Shaw

 (ed.). London: Penguin B
ooks, 1963. 

Yes, Jean de Joinville w
as real, and m

uch of 
w

hat w
e know

 of K
ing Louis com

es from
 the 

biography/hagiography he w
rote soon after 

Louis’s death, w
hen the canonization process 

had begun. Joinville w
ould be a successful 

w
riter even today—

he is hum
orous and quick-

w
itted, and has a w

onderful eye for visual 
detail. In a passage quoted by LeG

off (see 
below

), he com
m

ents that w
hen he first m

et 
Louis, “the king w

as w
earing a blue satin tunic 

and an overcoat and a cloak of verm
ilion satin 

trim
m

ed w
ith erm

ine, and on his head a cotton 
har that suited him

 poorly because he w
as still 

a young m
an.” (LeG

off, 92)
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Philip A
ugustus; the founding of the university 

in Paris; trades and guilds; the physical grow
th 

of the city; personal life in the city; and m
uch 

m
ore. Just as Judith B

ennet’s A
 M

edieval Life 
w

ill m
ake you feel like an expert on peasants, 

this book—
perhaps m

ore so—
w

ill m
ake you 

feel like an expert on Paris at a critical juncture 
in its history.

C
hazan, 

R
obert. 

The 
Jew

s 
of 

M
edieval 

W
estern 

C
hristendom

 
1000–1500. 

C
am

bridge: 
C

am
bridge 

U
niversity Press, 2006. 

A
m

ong the m
ost respected scholarly overview

s 
of various com

m
unities and events in the 

Jew
ish diaspora during the H

igh and Late 
M

iddle A
ges. 

Ferrante, Joan M
. (trans. and ed.). G

uillaum
e D

’O
range: 

Four Tw
elfth C

entury Epics. N
ew

 York: C
olum

bia U
niversity 

Press, 1974.
This is the scholarly source for the legends about 
G

uilhem
, or G

uillaum
e, D

’O
range. The stories 

are as cool as you think they are. 

G
erald of W

ales. The Journey Through W
ales / The 

D
escription of W

ales. Ed. and trans. Lew
is Thorpe. London: 

Penguin B
ooks, 1978.

M
y character G

erald of A
berdeen w

as inspired 
by this G

erald, w
ho w

rites a charm
ing account of 



Jordan, W
illiam

 C
hester. The French M

onarchy and 
the Jew

s: From
 Philip A

ugustus to the Last C
apetians. 

Philadelphia: U
niversity of Pennsylvania Press, 1989. 

Jordan is one of the preem
inent experts on France 

under Saint Louis, and perhaps the preem
inent 

expert 
on 

Jew
ish-royal 

relations 
during 

that 
period.

LeG
off, Jacques. Saint Louis. G

areth Evan G
ollrad (trans.). 

N
otre D

am
e, Indiana: U

niversity of N
otre D

am
e Press, 2009.

This is an 800-page biography of K
ing Louis IX

, 
and it is as w

ell-w
ritten, interesting, em

pathic, 
and 

as 
thoughtful 

as 
it 

is 
inform

ative. 
A

n 
incredible portrait of a hum

an and his tim
e.

Lipton, Sarah. D
ark M

irror: The M
edieval O

rigins of 
A

nti-Jew
ish Iconography. N

ew
 York: H

enry H
olt, 2014.

Lipton tells the story of the “steadily intensifying 
anti-Judaism

 of m
edieval C

hristianity” as it reveals 
itself in the art of the period. A guide both to history 
and to art, the book indeed serves as a dark m

irror 
on our current dark tim

es. Lipton has also w
ritten 

pow
erfully on our current society, and the w

ay the 
resurgence of hate speech today echoes the rise of 
hate im

agery in m
edieval Europe. See her w

onderful 
O

p-Ed in the N
ew

 York Tim
es, “The W

ords That 
K

illed M
edieval Jew

s,” D
ec. 13, 2015. 
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Schm
itt, Jean-C

laude. The H
oly G

reyhound: G
uinefort, 

H
ealer of C

hildren Since the Thirteenth C
entury. C

am
bridge: 

C
am

bridge U
niversity Press, 1983. 

Schm
itt’s book is part readable account of the 

real Saint G
uinefort, and part highly scholarly 

investigation of the tale and its analogues in 
W

estern m
yth. Luckily, the readable part com

es 
first and is fascinating! 

de Voragine, Jacobus. The G
olden Legend: R

eadings 
on the Saints. W

illiam
 G

ranger Ryan (trans.). Princeton: 
Princeton U

niversity Press, 1993. 
This is one of the great m

edieval sources for saints’ 
lives. Enorm

ous, and som
etim

es slow
 going, gem

s 
w

ill pop out of now
here, like the detail about Saint 

M
argaret and the farting dragon. 

W
oolgar, C

. M
. The G

reat H
ousehold in Late M

edieval 
England. N

ew
 H

aven: Yale U
niversity Press, 1999. 

A
 

fascinating 
deep 

dive 
into 

the 
traditions, 

practices, 
and 

m
icroeconom

ics 
of 

noble 
households. It w

as here that I learned a feast 
often consisted of three courses: boiled m

eats, 
roasted m

eats, and fried m
eats. A

nd that’s just 
scratching the surface! 


