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Hairiness in medieval literature from England

Perceptions of hairiness in the Middle Ages was shaped by different modes of representation,
such as medieval visual arts or objects, manuscripts illuminations, medical and hygiene treatises,
or literary descriptions in Latin, Old, and Middle English. Such a vast corpus makes it possible
to chart a cultural and aesthetic history of hairiness in the Middle Ages. In the last two decades,
hairiness has started to emerge as a field of medieval research. The complexity of the
representation of head and body hair has recently been studied along different axes, such as the
issue of hair as a marker of normativity or non-normativity, negotiating gender boundaries, or
the issue of hairiness as blurring the line between humanity and animality, if not monstrosity,
leading to approaches of hairiness via the prism of hygiene and medicine, where pubic hair
specifically seems to play a central role. Hairiness in religious representations, both visual and
hagiographic, also reflects negociations pertaining to transcendence and corporeal reality, and
blurs the line between these two categories when hairiness is a miraculous occurrence.

The study of medieval hairiness is thus an emerging field of investigations, particularly
in cultural and visual studies. However, no study has focussed so far on the literary representation
of hairiness in Old and Middle English texts, as well as insular Latin texts or Latin sources
which are known to have widely circulated in medieval England, and no prior study has
attempted a comparative approach between evidence in Latin and vernacular languages. This
project will examine how head and body hair are represented in medieval literature and
hagiography, and how this imagery allows new insights in the medieval definitions of the
marvelous, wonders, and miracles.

Medieval works or manuscripts rarely foreground hairiness as a central theme; this
project will foreground this seemingly marginal yet culturally charged aspect of the body across
medieval discourses. Various mentions of hairiness in hagiography and medieval romances raise
questions not only about hagiographic and literary traditions but also about hermeneutic
meanings, broaching humanity, monstrosity, and spiritual transformation. Ideally, one outcome
of the PhD will be to establish a chronology of representations of hairiness bridging the Old
English/Middle English divide.

Scholarship has already started to scrutinize medieval hairiness through cultural and
aesthetic lenses. This PhD will address hairiness along different lines as it will focus on literary
materials and approach them in order to help shed light on the ways in which discourses
surrounding hairiness shape difterent literary traditions, and more generally how hairiness is
mentioned, described, and acknowledged as natural or supernatural. In the period’s material,
occurrences of hairiness have yet to be identified as such and gathered into one unified and
searchable corpus. The construction of a searchable open-source and possibly comprehensive
corpus will be one of the finalities of this PhD. Hairiness can be mentioned directly or indirectly.
This PhD will thus aim at analyzing this trope and its modalities. It will primarily focus on

supernatural hairiness, as it appears on female and male bodies in medieval texts, as well as on



the body of humanoid monsters such as werewolves, wild men, or other humans turned into
beasts.

The corpus will include written and sometimes illustrated material from the whole
medieval period in the English-speaking zones of the British Isles. Hagiographic sources will
include Old and Middle English texts mentioning Mary of Egypt, a hirsute female saintly figure,
as well as various Middle English translations of specific sections from the Legenda Aurea.
Additional material to be selected by the candidate will include Middle English mystical writings
(including translations), allowing for a comparative perspective on miraculous hairiness and
hirsutism as linked with sanctity. Old English heroic texts and Middle English romances will
be another focus in the corpus, with specific attention paid to Old English monstrous heroes as
well as Arthurian legends, where central figures such as Merlin, Sir Gowther, or the Green
Knight are characterized as hairy creatures. The corpus will also include Old and Middle English
texts mentioning werewolves, and the candidate will also be expected to explore Latin, French,
as well as Anglo-Norman texts from the period known to have circulated in Britain, allowing to
contrast approaches to hairiness across languages. Canonical literary texts such as The Canterbury
Tales will also be examined by the candidate in order to determine if they should be part of the
corpus. Finally, relevant sections from Old and Middle English medical treatises are also to be
identified by the candidate. The selected corpus will provide a comprehensive foundation for
analyzing the mechanisms through which medieval hairiness shapes and questions literary
traditions.

The PhD student will be an active member of CEMA (Centre d’Etudes Médiévales
Anglaises) at Sorbonne Université, participating in its manuscript workshops, research seminars,
and annual conference, and they will benefit from the environment of the MeCir ASU network
(2025-2029) on Medieval Circulations. They will take part in the research activities of the
Bonner Mittelalterzentrums/BMZ (Bonn Middle Ages Center), and in its organization of The
Bonn Lectures in the Public Humanities. This PhD will align with broader research initiatives
in gender studies, medieval literary studies, and art history, contributing to both universities’
ongoing inquiries into how medieval narratives are preserved, adapted, and reinterpreted.

The candidate must have a solid background in medieval English studies, including
training at master’s level, and working knowledge of Old and Middle English as well as medieval
Latin. They will be aware of recent work in the fields of literary criticism and gender studies,
particularly pertaining to the medieval period. The candidate must display particular interest in
issues pertaining to the representations of the body, and queer theory if so required by the
corpus. The PhD will ideally be written in English.

The PhD will be co-supervised by Florence BOURGNE (Centre d’Etudes Médiévales
Anglaises, Sorbonne Université¢) and Irina DUMITRESCU (English Medieval Studies, University
of Bonn). Fl. BOURGNE is a specialist of Old and Middle English manuscript studies whose
research focuses on the material circulation of medieval texts in English and Latin.
I. DUMITRESCU has published on early English poetics and medieval women and power and is
currently working on a monograph on the medieval prehistory of celebrity, as well as on a trade
book about medieval literature and perfectionism. She has published about Mary of Egypt and
Mary Magdalene.



