The Medieval Chronicle 3 (2004) – Abstracts
Gillette Labory – Les débuts de la chronique en français (XIIe et XIIIe siècles)

In conjunction with the existing historical writing in Latin prose, in the twelfth century a new narrative literature emerged in the Anglo-Norman domains, after the Conquest. This new form was in French and in verse and was to reach its zenith during the reign of Henry II (Plantagenet), who exploited for his own purposes the Arthurian myth created by Geoffrey of Monmouth. Two of the most highly regarded exponents of the new history in French verse were Wace and Benoît (de Sainte-Maure). Some decades later this vernacular form of writing history could be found on the continent. However, it was no longer in verses but in prose, which, according to the Turpin — considered to be the first chronicle in vernacular prose — was the tool best suited to guarantee truthfulness.


The claim of being truthful had already been made by Latin as well as French historiography in the twelfth century. But one can imagine that the public of the thirteenth century, being of a higher cultural level, demanded a new type of literature, historical or romance-like, which was easily accessible, in French, for those who did not know Latin, and which did not need verse for easy understanding or memorization. In contrast to the English kings, the kings of France have not tried to use this new history in French prose, appearing in the early thirteenth century, to prove their authority: they did not need to. It is only at the end of that century, with the Roman des rois, offered by Primat to the French king Philippe III in 1274, that one can speak of a royal historiography in French. (MedChron 3 (2004): 1-26)

Clare Downham – The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly: Portrayals of Vikings in ‘The Fragmentary Annals of  Ireland’

The ‘Fragmentary Annals of Ireland’ contains a lively pseudo-historical narrative which has been dated to the eleventh century. I explore how the portrayals of different groups of vikings in this text were engineered to preserve and enhance the reputation of its Irish royal hero: Cerball of Osraige (r. 842-888). This study highlights how ninth-century history was re-written to suit eleventh-century political circumstances. I also analyse the structure of chronicle, and question how it has influenced historians’ perceptions con​cerning the identities of different viking-groups in Ireland. (MedChron 3 (2004): 27-39)

David N. Dumville – Annales Cambriae and Easter

As a work of the central Middle Ages, the oldest (A-)version of Annales Cambriae is particularly unusual in still displaying multiple paschal reflexes. It also contains paschal statements which seem irrelevant in the time and place of its origin, tenth-century Mynyw. It displays an authorial concern with development towards paschal virtue in Britain and the adoption of decen​novenal paschal cycles among the Welsh, in replacement of the pre-existing eighty-four-year cycles. On the other hand, several dislocations in the Harleian manuscript appear to indicate the underlying use of an eighty-four-year cycle. The annals concerning paschal matters and the Harleian manuscript together appear to indicate the existence of a mid-ninth century source, possibly from Gwynedd, for the chronicle which was compiled in Mynyw in the third quarter of the tenth century. The A-text of Annales Cambriae, then, was not extracted from the margins of a paschal cycle but carries in it the vestiges of the Insular Easter-controversy of the sixth, seventh, and eighth centuries, as they were recorded and reflected in its ninth-century Venedotian source. (MedChron 3 (2004): 40-50)

Libuše Hrabová – Wiltenburg und der holländische Mythus von den Anfängen

A very curious form of the ‘myth of beginning’ can be found in the histor​iography of Holland and Utrecht. Jan Beka, canon of the bischopric of Utrecht, wrote in his Chronicle, finished in the year 1346, that in the fifth and sixth centuries the country around Utrecht was settled by the Slavs. Jan Beka brought the Slavs in the early history of the Netherlands in connection with the castle Wiltenburg near Utrecht. The castle Wiltenburg was supposedly built in the fifth century by the tribe of the Wilts on the site of an old Roman fortress. The castle is mentioned by Beda Venerabilis in the beginning of the eighth century, and later in a number of chronicles of the eighth to eleventh centuries. But it is never mentioned that the Wilts should be Slavs.


The Wilts (Vilti, Vilzi) were indeed a Slavonic people, who lived between the rivers Elbe and Oder. Their name Vilti-Vilzi was used only before the year 1000, later they were known by their Slavonic name Lutitzi, and in Beka’s time their country was named Brandenburg. Jan Beka must consequently have found the Slavonic Wilts in older sources, either in historical literature or in the local tradition, and connected it with information on Wiltenburg near Utrecht.


His findings were taken over by other chronicles of the fourteenth to seventeenth centuries. They widened the area of ‘Slavenia’ or ‘Slavia’ to the whole of Holland, Gelderland and Batavia, and accepted his ‘Slavs, called Wilts’ (Slavi, qui et Vilti) as ancestors of the people of Holland and the neighbouring territories. This ‘Slavonic origin myth’ helped to demonstrate that the ancestors of the proud citizens of Utrecht, Gouda, Tiel and other cities had always been a special and independent people between Franks and Friesians. (MedChron 3 (2004): 51-60)

Norbert Kersken – Dura enim est conditio historiographorum( Reflexionen mittel​alterlicher Chronisten zur Zeitgeschichtsschreibung

Medieval historiography generally focused on the presentation and interpretation of contemporary events, looking to the space of time about which the chroniclers write, basically determined by the history of their own time. The author asks whether this fact meant that the chroniclers dealt in a special way with the epistemological pecularities in or the problems of writing contemporary history. For that purpose methodological digressions and reflections which can be found above all in the prologues and dedication letters of medieval historiographical works will be examined. It will be investigated, whether they contain specific comments concerning the problems of writing contemporary history. Such remarks can be found especially in works of historians writing in the twelfth century. In these passages the chroniclers emphazise the importance of writing the truth while at the same time taking into consideration that the truth is possibly offensive in the eyes of powerful persons (kings, dukes etc.); in addition they argue that there may be reasons rooted in the chronicler’s person which may hinder or prevent him from writing the truth. Special attention is paid to the possibly conscious bias in the description as well as on adulation which was included to obtain the favour and appreciation of those in power. As a way out of these problems of writing history the chroniclers consider either to renounce completely from writing contemporary history or they take the conscious decision to write as objectively as possible in order to influence the deeds of the powerful (the topos historia magistra vitae). The quoted reflections and utterances show that medieval chroniclers were very well aware of the fact that the historian furtheron could no longer disappear in a spontaneous and unreflected way behind a seemingly objective report. (MedChron 3 (2004): 61-75)

Arnaud Knaepen – L’histoire gréco-romaine dans les ‘chroniques’ de Bède le Véné​rable (De temporibus ch. 17-22 et De temporum ratione ch. 66-71)

The purpose of the paper is to study the way the Venerable Bede dealt with Graeco-Roman historical material when he wrote the two universal chronicles included in his chronological treatises. In the first place it shows how he composed them, each time extracting a chronological framework from a single source. He added to this external pieces of information, mainly related to Christian history — a topic his monastic audience was truly interested in. Like Claudius of Turin, Bede could have neglected classical history, principally pagan, but he did not. He mentions several events of the Graeco-Roman past, essentially used as chronological markers, or directly related to Christian and/or English history. Both chronicles show also his real interest in some special secular events, e.g. city foundations, or the heidays of famous artists. However, this curiosity is limited to the less pagan parts of classical culture, which is, moreover, not always perfectly under control. (MedChron 3 (2004): 76-92)

Laura Lahdensuu – Predicting History: Merlin’s Prophecies in Italian XIIth-XVth Century Chronicles

This article studies the depiction of the sorcerer and prophet Merlin in the medieval Italian chronicles. Although miscellaneous narrative material is not unusual in chronicles, the ubiquituous presence of this legendary figure in historiographical contexts attracts attention. The allusions to Merlin in the Italian chronicles can be divided into three groups — biographical inform​ation, miraculous deeds and prophecies, but in all these categories Merlin seems to be an independent figure rather than one of the characters of the Arthurian cycle. He is called vates anglicus in several sources and as a prophet he is associated with Sibyls, Michel Scotus, Gioacchino of Fiore. The most remarkable fact, however, is that Merlin is often presented as a local, Italian character — the prophecies concern most major Italian cities and numerous chronicles contain accounts of Merlin’s curious deeds in Italy. (MedChron 3 (2004): 93-100)

Armelle Leclercq – Vers et prose, le jeu de la forme mêlée dans les Dei Gesta per Francos de Guibert de Nogent (XIIe siècle)

In his Dei Gesta per Francos, the twelfth-century French writer Guibert de Nogent uses the specific style of writing called prosimetrum, which blends into one work poetry and prose. This paper argues that this form played a significant role in the development of crusade ideology to which this chronicler of the First Crusade rigorously committed himself. Through the use of poetry, Guibert de Nogent indeed manages to enhance his chronicle’s ideological passages and to create more direct channels of communication with his reader as well as a more intimate presence assumed by the narrator. Not​withstanding its aesthetic function, the prosimeter also serves as an ideological device. Thus, in this work, this hybrid form takes part in Guibert de Nogent’s strategy of writing. (MedChron 3 (2004): 101-15)

Julia Marvin – Anglo-Norman Narrative as History or Fable: Judging by Appearances

Modern conceptions of genre are of limited value in understanding the distinctions that medieval readers drew between history and fable; medieval claims and definitions present problems of their own. This essay turns to manuscripts of Anglo-Norman narrative that in modern scholarship have been characterized as history or romance, in verse and prose — among them the Anglo-Norman prose Brut chronicle, Wace’s Roman de Brut, Gaimar’s Estoire des Engleis, the prose Fouke Fitz Waryn, and the Roman de Toute Chevalerie. Comparison of such elements as layout, apparatus, illustration, and annotation reveals contemporary patterns of presentation and reception that are not necessarily congruent with modern classifications: the evidence of the manuscripts thus offers some access to the contemporary identities of these works, by providing an opportunity to see how in particular practice the public for Anglo-Norman narrative treated the books it was writing and reading. (MedChron 3 (2004): 116-34)

Peter Noble – Epic Heroes in Thirteenth-Century French Chroniclers

The four medieval French chroniclers of the Fourth Crusade and the Crusade of Saint Louis might be expected to show signs of the influence of epic poetry on their work. In fact, a careful reading of the prose narratives reveals that the influence of epic is confined to certain linguistic and stylistic features. Villehardouin uses epic formulae to describe the Doge of Venice and laments over the death of Boniface of Montferrat in epic style but does not show them as epic heroes. Robert de Clari highlights certain crusaders, Pierre de Bracheux, Pierre d’Amiens and Aleaumes de Clari, but has neither the style nor the technique of the epic poets. Henri de Valenciennes uses his literary knowledge to portray the Emperor Henry as an epic hero in certain scenes, but overall his portrait is that of a shrewd and brave ruler, lacking the fanaticism of the traditional epic hero. Joinville is far too concerned with the reality of war and the way it affects men to indulge in epic exaggeration. The early chroniclers are, therefore, relatively unaffected by epic and more concerned with the reality of warfare. (MedChron 3 (2004): 135-48)

Sarah L. Peverley – Dynasty and Division: The Depiction of King and Kingdom in John Hardyng’s Chronicle

Composed during a period of increased dynastic awareness and political tension, John Hardyng’s late fifteenth-century Chronicle survives in two versions. Previous scholars have labelled the first version a ‘Lancastrian’ account of history, written with little purpose other than to elicit financial reward and advocate the conquest of Scotland; the second is regarded as a ‘Yorkist’ revision. This article assesses Hardyng’s representation of the kings and their kingdom, with particular emphasis on the depiction of division within the realm; it demonstrates that Hardyng’s portrayal of Henry VI in the first version, and his use of commonplace imagery and themes, are conscient​iously crafted to facilitate a wider-ranging political focus and concern with late medieval affairs than previously accepted. Conversely, comparable examples from the second version show that it is not exclusively concerned with forti​fying the Yorkist dynasty, but that it promotes the same call for peace and good governance as the first version. (MedChron 3 (2004): 149-70)

Theo Venckeleer et Jesse Mortelmans – Ecrire pour un auditeur ou pour un lecteur?

In spite of the extensive diffusion of writing by the end of the Middle Ages, Middle French prose texts of that era still show clear remains of an oral culture. Although it is traditionally accepted that verse texts — characterised by assonance, rhyme and prosody — are more suited to be read out loud than prose texts, we can find similar signals of oral delivery in both. The typical linguistic cues with which the author directly addresses the reader/listener in order to draw her/his attention can be found in both verse and prose texts, and even though they are far less elaborate in the latter, they seem to indicate the edges of the thematic unities quite strictly. This article will focus on similar linguistic signals that mark structure in Middle French prose texts in order to establish a possible range of formal characteristics that indicates the degree of orality of a given text. (MedChron 3 (2004): 171-83)

László Veszprémy – Chronicles in Charters. Historical Narratives (narrationes) in Charters as Substitutes for Chronicles in Hungary

The sudden interest of the royal charters in detailed historical description from 1200 on for long reflected the historical consciousness of Hungary. On a massive scale from the 1220s, the section on the donation of an estate was preceded by a summary of the person’s and his family’s merits in the royal service (Heldentaten-narratio). This is probably the period when historical memory divided into two streams, represented by royal chronicles and the narrationes part of the royal charters. The continuity of the national chronicle had ceased by 1380 and a century ‘without historiography’ followed, when historical memories survived only in thousands of charters. After 1200 the personal reconstruction of the historical past successfully counterbalanced the official dynasty-centric court historiography. (MedChron 3 (2004): 184-99)

Scott Waugh – The Lives of Edward the Confessor and the Meaning of History in the Middle Ages
The many versions of the life of Edward the Confessor written in the twelfth and early thirteenth centuries provide an opportunity to explore historical consciousness in the middle ages: how contemporaries conceived the purpose of writing history, as well as the relationship between history and fiction, between what happened and what historians believed readers should remember about what happened. History was a didactic enterprise, intended to inform and edify readers by providing examples of both moral and immoral conduct. Writers based their histories on earlier texts and modified those accounts to dramatize the historical truths they wished to convey. Anglo-Norman histor​ians accordingly emphasized different aspects of Edward’s character or retold incidents in his life to emphasize their political and moral views. The didactic, intertextual nature of historical writing is particularly apparent in La Estoire de Seint Ædward le Rei, which dramatically contrasts a courtly Edward with a tyrannical Harold Godwinson. (MedChron 3 (2004): 200-18)
