
1 
 

Sarah Bowden, King’s College London (UK PI) 
Susanne A. Friede, Ruhr-Universität Bochum (PI) 

 
Religiöses Säkulares in französischen und deutschen Texten des 12. 
Jahrhunderts // Sacred Secular. Religion and secularity in French and German 
literature of the 12th century 

 
 

It is conventional to separate medieval European literature into the categories of ‘religious’ 

(‘geistlich’) and ‘secular’ (‘weltlich’), the latter category consisting of works that do not explicitly 

concern religious subjects, stories and practices. Yet the boundary between these categories is 

never straightforward in the context of the medieval West. Secular literature is grounded firmly 

within a Christian worldview in the context of both production and reception, and stands in 

dialogue with more explicitly religious material.  

 

This project will interrogate the categories of ‘religious’ and ‘secular’ and investigate literary 

production in a time of religious and social change. At its heart is a comparative investigation of 

how twelfth-century narrative works tackle religious content, practices and meta-narratives, 

which will allow us to open up new perspectives on the techniques, functions and challenges of 

vernacular literature. We propose a range of approaches, including: close reading; 

investigations of religious ‚framing‘ in indivudal texts and manuscripts; historical narratology; the 

exploration of intertextual and thematic relationships between secular narrative and more 

didactic, theological or biblical writings in Latin and the vernacular; and praxeology.  

 

The project is divided into three interlocking strands. Strand A explores the kind of creative 

thinking about religious topics that is enabled by secular narrative, and the literary possibilities it 

offers for intellectual engagement with religious thought. We consider here what happens when 

theological practices and problematics are transposed into narrative and are discussed without 

concrete frameworks of theological discussion in a new, literary form. Strand B focuses on time 

and space, central aspects both for the construction of narrative literature and for religious 

thought. Strand C considers the ways in which the fluid categories of the religious, sacred and 

secular are manifested or ‘embodied’ in non-human things, taking into account the agency of 

these things and how they relate to (or challenge) secular or religious norms. 

 

 

 


