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MATTER AND MAKING IN
EARLY ENGLISH POETRY

What is literature made from? During the fourteenth, fifteenth, and
sixteenth centuries, this question preoccupied the English court poets,
who often claimed that their poems were not original creations, but
adaptations of pre-existing materials. Their word for these materials
was “matter,” while the term they used to describe their labor was
“making,” or the act of reworking this matter into a new — but not
entirely new — form. By tracing these ideas through the work of six
major early poets, this book offers a revisionist literary history of late-
medieval and early modern court poetry. It reconstructs premodern
theories of making and contrasts them with more modern theories of
literary labor, such as “authorship.” It studies the textual, historical,
and philosophical sources that the court tradition used for its matter.
Most of all, it demonstrates that the early English court poets drew
attention to their source materials as a literary tactic, one that stressed
the process by which a poem had been made.

TAYLOR COWDERY is Assistant Professor of English at the University
of North Carolina, Chapel Hill. His work on late-medieval and
early modern poetics has appeared in Studies and the Age of Chaucer
and ELH.
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This series of critical books seeks to cover the whole area of literature written in the

major medieval languages — the main European vernaculars, and medieval Latin

and Greek — during the period c.1100-1500. Its chief aim is to publish and stimu-

late fresh scholarship and criticism on medieval literature, special emphasis being

placed on understanding major works of poetry, prose, and drama in relation to
the contemporary culture and learning which fostered them.
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Thirteenth-Century Thought
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A complete list of titles in the series can be found at the end of the volume.
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Abbreviations and Editorial Conventions xi

I have preserved the original spelling and orthography in my citations of
primary sources, with certain exceptions. To make the text more legible
to the modern eye, I've consistently replaced “j” with “i,” thorn (“p”) with
“th,” and yogh (“3”) with “gh,” “y,” “w,” or “z” as the case demands. I've
also silently re-punctuated quotations as they appear in manuscripts and
printed editions to clarify syntax and sense. In those instances where the
original employs abbreviations, I have expanded them silently. Unless a
reference is made in the notes to a translated version of a text in a language
other than English, the translation provided is always my own.
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