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DISCOVERING THE
MEDIEVAL WORLD
THROUGH
CATHERINE
CALLED BIRDY BY
KAREN CUSHMAN

In the vast landscape
of young adult
literature, few novels
manage to blend
historical authenticity
with genuine humor as
seamlessly as
Catherine Called
Birdy by Karen
Cushman. Published in
1994, this Newbery
Honor-winning book

remains a beloved
introduction to
medieval life, told
through the sharp,
witty, and often
irreverent diary entries
of a fourteen-year-old
girl. For readers who
crave a story that is
both educational and
entertaining, this novel
offers a unique window
into the 13th century
while exploring
timeless themes of
independence, family,
and growing up. Let us
step into the world of
Lady Catherine, known
to all as Birdy, and
discover why her voice
continues to resonate


https://template-dev.mobaptist.org/

with audiences
decades after her first
appearance.

The
Premise:
A Girl
Trapped
In Her
Own
Century

Catherine Called
Birdy by Karen
Cushman introduces
us to its spirited
protagonist in the year
1290. Catherine is the
daughter of a minor
English nobleman, Lord
Rollo, and his long-
suffering wife, Lady
Aislinn. The family lives
in a modest manor

house in Lincolnshire,
struggling with debt
and the harsh realities
of medieval existence.
From the very first
diary entry, Birdy
establishes herself as a
clever, observant, and
thoroughly frustrated
young woman. She is
surrounded by a world
that expects her to be
obedient, pious, and,

above all,
marriageable. Birdy,
however, has other
ideas.

The central conflict of
the novel is
straightforward yet
powerful: Catherine's
father is determined to
marry her off to the
highest bidder to
improve the family's
fortunes. A parade of
unsuitable suitors
arrives at the manor,
each more ridiculous or
terrifying than the last.
From a lecherous old
knight to a flatulent
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young lord, Birdy must
use every trick she can
think of to sabotage
her father's plans. Her
diary becomes a record
of her schemes, her
observations of daily
life, and her growing
understanding of the
world around her.

Why the
Diary
Format
Works So
Well

One of the most
striking features of
Catherine Called
Birdy by Karen
Cushman is its format.
The entire novel is
written as a series of
diary entries, a choice
that brings an
incredible sense of

immediacy and
intimacy to the
narrative. Readers are
not simply told about
Catherine's life; they
live it with her, day by
day. This structure
allows Cushman to
include a wealth of
historical detail without
ever feeling like a
textbook. Birdy records
everything: the smell
of the rushes on the
floor, the taste of eel
pie, the gossip of the
servants, and the petty
annoyances of her
daily chores.

The diary entries also
allow for a deeply
personal voice. Birdy is
not a perfect heroine.
She is impatient,
sometimes selfish, and
prone to exaggeration.
She complains about
her mother's constant
scolding, her father's
temper, and the
endless needlework
she is forced to do. But



she is also
compassionate, brave,
and fiercely loyal. Her
voice feels authentic
because it captures the
contradictions  of
adolescence. One
moment she s
throwing a tantrum,
and the next she is
showing profound
empathy for a servant
or a beggar. This
authenticity is a key
reason why Catherine
Called Birdy by
Karen Cushman has
remained a classroom
and library staple for
SO many years.

Key
Character
S That
Bring the

Manor to
Life

While Catherine is
undoubtedly the star of

the show, the
supporting cast in
Catherine Called
Birdy by Karen
Cushman is

wonderfully drawn and
essential to the story's
charm.

e Lord Rollo
(Catherine's
father): Gruff,
temperamental,
and obsessed
with money, Lord
Rollo initially
seems like a
straightforward
antagonist.
However,
Cushman gives
him layers. He is
a product of his
time, struggling
with debt and
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the pressures of
his social
position. His love
for Catherine,
though buried
under frustration
and practicality,
is real.

e Lady Aislinn
(Catherine's
mother): A
weary and
devout woman,
Lady Aislinn has
been worn down
by years of
miscarriages and
a demanding
husband. She
wants Catherine
to be safe, and in
the 13th century,
safety for a
woman meant
marriage. Her
quiet strength
and occasional
moments of
defiance add
depth to her
character.

e Uncle George:

Perhaps the most
beloved
secondary
character, Uncle
George is
Catherine's
confidant and
ally. A kind,
scholarly man
who has taken
holy orders, he
treats Catherine
with respect and
intelligence. He
teaches her to
read and write,
and he offers her
the emotional
support that her
parents cannot
always provide.
Perkin: The goat
boy, and
Catherine's
closest friend.
Perkin represents
the world of the
common people,
a world that
Catherine is both
a part of and
separate from.



Their friendship
is pure and
uncomplicated,
and it provides
some of the
novel's most
tender moments.

e Aelis and
Morwenna: Two
of the household
servants, they
provide a
grounding
presence and a
connection to the
daily rhythms of
medieval life.
Their gossip,
songs, and
practical advice
help shape
Catherine's
understanding of
the world.

Themes
That

Transcen
d the

Middle
Ages

Despite its medieval
setting, the themes
explored in Catherine
Called Birdy by
Karen Cushman are
remarkably modern
and relatable.

THE STRUGGLE FOR
AUuTONOMY

At its heart, this is a
story about a girl trying
to control her own
destiny. Catherine has
almost no legal or
social power. Her
father can literally sell
her to the highest
bidder. Yet, she fights
back with the only
weapons she has: her
wit, her words, and her
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stubbornness. This
struggle for bodily
autonomy and

personal choice is a
theme that resonates
powerfully with
contemporary readers,
particularly young
women.

THE ROLE OF
WOoOMEN IN HISTORY

Cushman does not shy
away from the grim
realities of medieval
life for women.
Catherine is constantly
reminded of her limited
options: marriage, the
convent, or being a
perpetual dependent.
Through Birdy's eyes,
readers see the
precariousness of a
woman's position. A
bad marriage could
mean a life of misery
or even danger. The
novel educates without
being preachy,
showing the
constraints of the era

through the lens of one
very determined girl.

THE VALUE OF
EDUCATION AND
VoICE

Catherine's ability to
read and write is her
superpower. Her diary
is not just a record of
events; it is an act of
rebellion. In a world
that wants her to be
silent and obedient,
she finds a way to have
a voice. Uncle George's
gift of literacy is the
most valuable gift she
receives. This theme
underscores the
importance of
education, especially
for girls, a message
that remains critically
important today.

FamiLY DYNAMICS
AND LOVE

The relationships
within the manor are
complex and often



frustrating, but
ultimately loving.
Catherine fights with
her father, but she also
seeks his approval. She
is annoyed by her
mother, but she learns
to see her mother's
sacrifices. The family is
not a modern,
sentimental ideal; it is
a messy, loud, and
sometimes harsh unit
that is bound together
by duty and,
underneath it all, a
deep-seated affection.
This realistic portrayal
of family life is
refreshing and adds to
the novel's depth.

The
Historical
World of

1290

One of the greatest
achievements of
Catherine Called
Birdy by Karen
Cushman is how
seamlessly it weaves
historical information
into the story. Readers
learn about everything
from medieval
medicine (leeches and
herbal remedies) to the
feudal system, from
religious festivals to
the brutal treatment of
animals. Cushman
does not lecture; she
simply lets Catherine
describe her world.

We learn about the
different classes of
society, from the lord
in his manor to the
peasants in their
hovels. We experience
the smell of a medieval
feast and the cold of
an unheated stone
chamber. We witness a
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bear-baiting and a
hanging, events that
are shocking to
modern sensibilities
but were commonplace
in Birdy's time. This
immersion into the
past is one of the most
rewarding aspects of
reading the book. It
makes history feel
alive, messy, and real.

Writing
Style and
Humor

Karen Cushman's
writing style in
Catherine Called
Birdy by Karen
Cushman is a
masterclass in voice.
The language is period-
appropriate but
accessible. Birdy uses
medieval terms and
phrases, but their

meaning is always

clear from context. The
humor is rampant and
often bawdy. Birdy has
a keen eye for the
absurd, and she is
unafraid to mock the
pretensions of the
adults around her.

The diary entries are
short and punchy,
often ending with a
witty observation or a
frustrated sigh. This
pacing keeps the story
moving quickly, even
as it covers the span of
a full year. The humor
prevents the story from
becoming too heavy,
balancing the darker
elements of medieval
life with genuine
laughter.

Comparis
on to



Other

book more accessible
to reluctant readers

.and those who might

Historieab!y shy away

from historical fiction.

FlCt'Oﬂg:ﬁg‘fn also wrote

Young

Readers

Catherine Called
Birdy by Karen
Cushman is often
compared to other
works of historical
fiction, such as Laura
Ingalls Wilder's Little
House series or, more
recently, the works of
authors like Elizabeth
George Speare.
However, Birdy's voice
is distinctly more
modern in its tone and
sensibility. She feels
like a contemporary
teenager who has been
accidentally dropped
into the 13th century.
This quality makes the

r acclaimed
medieval novel, The
Midwife's Apprentice,
which won the
Newbery Medal. While
that book is more
somber and focused on
class and poverty,

Catherine Called
Birdy by Karen
Cushman is more
concerned with the
inner life of a
privileged but

constrained young
woman. Together, the
two books offer a
comprehensive and
nuanced view of
medieval womanhood.

Why This
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Book Still

Matters

Today

In an age of social
media, global
connectivity, and
unprecedented
freedom for many
young people, a story
about a 1l4th-century
girl fighting an
arranged marriage
might seem like a relic.
But Catherine's
struggles are universal.
Every teenager has felt
the weight of
expectations, the
frustration of not being
heard, and the desire
to control their own
life. Catherine Called
Birdy by Karen
Cushman taps into
these feelings in a
profound way.

Furthermore, the book

11

serves as an excellent
springboard for
discussions about
history, gender roles,
and social justice. It
encourages readers to
think critically about
the progress that has
been made and the
work that remains. It
fosters empathy for
people in the past,
helping readers
understand that they
were not simple or
primitive, but complex
individuals navigating
the world they were
given.

The 2022
Film
Adaptatio
n

In 2022, Catherine
Called Birdy by
Karen Cushman was



adapted into a feature
film directed by Lena
Dunham and starring
Bella Ramsey as
Catherine. The film
brought the story to a
new generation of fans
and was praised for its
energy, humor, and
faithfulness to the
book's spirit. While the
film takes some
liberties with the plot
and expands certain
characters, it captures
the essential charm of
Birdy's voice. The
adaptation is a
testament to the
enduring appeal of
Cushman's creation
and proves that a story
set in 1290 can feel
utterly fresh and
relevant in the 21st
century.

Education

12

al Value

Teachers and librarians
have long valued
Catherine Called
Birdy by Karen
Cushman for its
educational potential.
It is frequently used in
middle school and high
school curricula to
complement units on
the Middle Ages. The
book offers a first-
person perspective
that no textbook can
provide. Students can
analyze Birdy's
language, her
worldview, and her
development over the
course of the year. The
diary format makes it
easy to assign specific
entries for close
reading and discussion.

The novel also raises
ethical questions that
are perfect for
classroom debate. Was
Catherine's father
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wrong to try to marry
her off? What options
did women really have
in the 13th century? Is
rebellion always
justified? These
questions encourage
critical thinking and
help students connect
historical content to
their own lives.

CONCLUSION: A
TIMELESS VOICE
FROM A DISTANT
AGE

Catherine Called
Birdy by Karen
Cushman is far more
than a historical novel.
It is a story of
resistance, resilience,
and the unbreakable
spirit of a young
woman who refuses to
be silenced. Birdy's
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voice is fresh, funny,
and fiercely honest.
She makes the 13th
century feel immediate
and real, while also
speaking to the
timeless challenges of
growing up.

Whether you are a
young reader
encountering the
Middle Ages for the
first time or an adult
revisiting a childhood
favorite, this book
offers something
valuable: a reminder
that even in the most
restrictive

circumstances, the
human spirit can find a
way to soar. Birdy's
diary is a treasure, and
it will continue to
delight, educate, and
inspire readers for
generations to



