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Writing an introduction to a particular topic is never an easy task, 

especially not when the job requires fitting the depth and nuance 

contained within a broad range of sources into – including notes, 

annotated reading list, and bibliography – a slim 180 pages. This was 

nevertheless the feat admirably undertaken by Kathryn L. Smithies in 

Introducing the Medieval Ass. Smithies includes in the introduction a nod 

to the giggles that such a title may inspire, and explains that, while an 

ass and a donkey are the same animal, the name ‘donkey’ was 

introduced primarily to provide an alternative less laden with double 

entendre than, well, ‘ass’ – and that in so doing, eighteenth-century 

English-speakers were in fact mirroring the late classical world. She 

nevertheless prefers the term ‘ass’ when discussing the medieval animal 

and its representations, presumably due to the late introduction of 

‘donkey’ into the English lexicon.1 Smithies also introduces onagers (wild 

asses), mules (donkey-horse hybrids), and onocentaurs (half-human, 

half-donkey hybrids), but the majority of the book focuses on the 

domesticated ass.  

The ass is introduced by means of four thematic chapters: 

scientific, religious, scholastic, and literary, within which a ‘range of 

thematic approaches’ (including didacticism, comedy, gender, and 

emotions) are applied (p. 11). ‘The Natural World of the Ass’ and ‘The 

Religious Ass’ set out to lay the foundation for human-ass interactions, 

both conceptually and in the physical world, which are then built upon 

 
1 However, she stops short of expressing precisely why this is the case. Donkey seems less preferable 
because it is the dominant present-day English term with no direct medieval antecedent (as opposed to 
‘ass’, being derived from the Latin asinus and attested in Middle English as asse), but in a book written in 
present-day English and regarding terms that are synonymous, this hardly seems problematic. 
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in the theoretically much more complex chapters ‘The Scholastic Ass’ 

and ‘The Ass in Literature’.  

For the ‘“natural science” framework’ (p. 12) in the first chapter, 

Smithies sets up two categories of knowledge, which are implied to be 

mutually exclusive: theoretical knowledge gained from learned texts, and 

practical knowledge gained from daily experience. Although she obliquely 

references classical natural histories, the main focus of the theoretical 

section is on medieval encyclopaediae, specifically Albertus Magnus’ De 

animalibus and Thomas of Cantimpré’s Liber de natura rerum. It’s 

disappointing that the modern distinction between ‘scientific’ and 

‘theological’ writing is here upheld with so little discussion, particularly 

since the relationship between the two concepts was complex (and 

constantly changing) during the Middle Ages. Also considered in this 

section are the Physiologus and bestiaries. Smithies lays out the ‘natural 

world attributes’ of the donkey as described in these learned sources, yet 

the sources themselves deal largely with the ass as a theoretical creature. 

The subsequent section deals with the ‘lived experience’ of the ass in 

medieval Europe, and in particular provides an interesting case study for 

the presence of donkeys in England over the course of the Middle Ages. I 

am not as confident as Smithies seems to be that ‘the picture of the 

medieval ass in England’ (p. 30) is so confused or complex, at least 

according to the sources as presented here; either way, the line from the 

evidence to the two opposing conclusions proposed by Smithies remains 

unclear to me. The remainder of the section describes documented uses 

of donkeys in parts of Europe where they were more plentiful, including 

the circumstances under which they were consumed as food. The 

chapter concludes with a brief consideration of the ass’s economic value.  

The second chapter sets out the religious (in this case solely 

Christian) contexts in which asses appear. As is, perhaps, right and 

proper, Smithies begins the chapter with a section presenting the 
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representations and symbolic meanings of donkeys in the Bible, with 

some extension into exegesis. The bestiaries appear again in the following 

section, where Smithies focuses on donkeys as sites and agents of moral 

and allegorical instruction. The role of donkeys in representations of 

vice/virtue or good/evil oppositions is simplistic but may perhaps be 

seen as appropriate for an introductory book; where Smithies discusses 

how Jews and Judaism fit into this relationship, however, one wishes for 

a deeper contextualization of European antisemitism. The following 

section presents the relationships of various saints with asses, and 

incorporates visual as well as hagiographic evidence. Smithies then 

considers the role played by asses in prominent Church feast days and 

festivals, particularly processions on Palm Sunday and the Feast of 

Fools. Finally, she considers how all of these categories aim to elicit an 

emotional response from their Christian audience. The processions, in 

particular, acted as performative rituals that intensified such an 

emotional response through participation, and at key moments drew 

upon the symbolism of the ass as well.  

‘The Scholastic Ass’ takes the reader into the highly complex world 

of high medieval philosophy. This section demonstrates not only how 

donkeys could be used as tools within particular philosophical 

arguments (Smithies concentrates primarily on debates between, in the 

first section, Realist and Nominalist schools of thought, and in the 

second, intellectualist and voluntarist philosophy), but also how 

particular characteristics attached to the figure of the ass could be 

applied – usually pejoratively – to students and teachers alike. The 

complexity of these arguments is demonstrated in the fact that they 

require lengthy explication, which Smithies, to her credit, does an 

admirable job of making accessible to non-specialist readers. However, it 

was rather jarring in the endnotes to see readers referred to the ‘non-

specialist’ explanations of complex philosophical concepts and debates at 
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the website for HonestThinking, founded by a Norwegian social 

commentator strongly associated with racist views towards intelligence 

and immigration (pp. 135-6, note 7). 

From scholastic philosophy, Smithies takes her reader to ‘The Ass 

in Literature’, where the didactic, comedic, political, and sexual functions 

of ass imagery are presented. Smithies claims a gendered perspective, 

though this is not readily apparent until the final section of the chapter 

before the conclusion (‘The Gendered Ass’) and is rather underdeveloped 

overall. The section on the ass’s didactic function takes the reader 

through fables and fabliaux from Aesop to Marie de France, showing how 

the donkey could stand in for the peasantry, and moral defects, in these 

works that aimed to reinforce the status-quo to the benefit of the 

aristocracy. The fabliaux continue to feature in the following section, 

though here the value of comedy in their didactic goals is highlighted. 

The political functions of donkey imagery that Smithies focuses on are 

primarily English and aimed at powerful secular leaders (such as the 

‘crowned ass’ Richard II, though the imagery had been employed already 

from the twelfth century) as well as tensions between royal and monastic 

politics. ‘The Sexual Ass’ takes the reader through a series of ribald tales, 

where both the lowliness and the lustfulness (tinged, thanks to the 

donkey’s ability to produce offspring with another species, with an aspect 

of what medieval writers saw as unnatural sex) ascribed to asses, 

enhanced both the comedic and the bawdy aspects of these stories.  

Introducing the Ass concludes with a postscript that charts how the 

characteristics associated with asses fared following the Middle Ages, in 

both political and literary realms. It is slightly surprising that the donkey 

as the symbol of the present-day Democratic party in the United States 

of America is not mentioned, but that may have been a long story that 

there simply was not space for.  In this chapter, we also return to the ass 

as a working animal, in particular the seaside donkeys and the use of 
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donkeys and mules in World War One. Smithies ends the chapter with a 

meditation on donkey welfare, and the way that the human-animal bond 

is now expressed in how best to care for donkeys. In accordance with 

Smithies’ explanation in the introduction, now that she discusses post-

medieval animals, she uses ‘donkey’ more frequently than ‘ass’.  

Overall, this book accomplishes what it sets out to do: Smithies 

covers an admirable range of sources, from Graeco-Roman to the twenty-

first century, material and textual, highlighting where the ass appears 

and explaining for the reader the significance of these representations. If 

the explanations do not seem entirely supported by the evidence 

provided, Smithies’ command of her source material does not make it 

difficult to imagine that this is mostly a result of the constraints of the 

genre she is writing within. The ass is presented as a paradoxical figure, 

but little to no acknowledgement is given that this is not a situation 

unique to this particular animal, and patterns of representation are 

indicated but little explored.2 The focus here is certainly more on 

presentation than analysis, which makes the book ideal as an 

introductory piece but will leave more seasoned scholars unsatisfied. The 

annotated reading list is certainly appreciated for readers new to the 

topic, if it is perhaps a little small. Nevertheless, students and interested 

readers have a rich variety of scholarship in the bibliography with which 

they can follow up particular topics (aside from the blog mentioned 

above), and Smithies has in the body of the text pointed out areas 

requiring further research, so it may be hoped that readers will be 

inspired by this book to further research on this fascinating, yet too 

easily overlooked, animal. 

 

 
2 Smithies does however go into some more detail on a few points in her interview, ‘Ten Things to Do 
With a Medieval Donkey’, HistoryExtra Podcast 
https://www.historyextra.com/period/medieval/medieval-donkey-significance-kathryn-smithies-podcast/ 
(accessed 30 July 2021). 

https://www.historyextra.com/period/medieval/medieval-donkey-significance-kathryn-smithies-podcast/
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