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      Mentions légales

      Résumé

      Bien souvent, les textes du Moyen Age prétendent relater des faits vrais. Cette affirmation de véracité n'avait attiré que peu ou prou l'attention, bien que la déclaration dogmatique "ici est la Vérité" soit d'une grande importance dans tout texte narratif. C'est la vérité qui distingue l'Histoire de la fable et celle que l'auteur remet ici en cause. Madame Beer se penche particulièrement sur les textes de Guillaume de Poitiers, Guillaume de Jumières, La Gesta Francorum, Villehardouin, Robert de Clari, Li fets des Romains, Marie de France et Guillaume de Machaut.
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      Abstract

      Through an analysis of Guilaume de Poitiers, Robert de Clari, Villehardouin, Marie de France and others, Mrs. Beer examines the claims of medieval authors to be "telling the thruth" in their narratives.
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      Introduction

      

      The existence of a common heritage of formulae and themes among European vernacular and Latin authors of the Middle Ages was demonstrated by E.R. Curtius in Europäische Literatur und lateinisches Mittelalter.
 After the appearance of that influential work in 1948, the search for topoi
 became for a time one of the more absorbing interests of medieval scholarship. The identification of recognizable conventions did not always lead to profound analysis of their usage. Indeed, the medieval use of topoi
 was often viewed as misuse or even abuse of « the classical heritage ». But a medieval imitator was not a slave of his rhetorical masters, whom he parodied as readily as he parroted. This book attempts to show that the seeming misuse of a convention, if consistent, was not accidental — continuing incongruity between conventional content and author’s intent could become a convention in itself.

      The example chosen for study was the truth assertion, because it had received little or no attention, and because the dogmatic statement HERE-IS-TRUTH had considerable importance in any narrative text. The assertion could be lengthy or brief in form. Einhard in his prologue to the Vita Caroli Magni Imperatoris
 asserted the truth of his biography by « ab hujuscemodi scriptione non existimavi temperandum, quando mihi conscius eram nullum ea veracius quam me scribere posse, quibus ipse interfui quaeque praesens oculata, ut dicunt, fide cognovi et utrum ab alio scriberentur necne liquido scire non potui ». Marie de France’s « les contes ke jo sai verrais » in the opening lines of the lay « Guigemar » made the same truth claim in a single word without explanation. Despite all dissimilarities, Einhard and 
Marie de France had this literary device in common. And like the brevity-formula (which so often appeared in contexts of interminable enumeration), the assertion of truth was made in the most paradoxical circumstances.

      Before examining these circumstances it will be helpful to summarize the most important medieval assumptions about truth. Isidore of Seville’s Etymologiae
 is their best compendium. Isidore’s etymology of « verus » was informative by its very lack of information : « verus, a veritate ; hinc et verax. Maior est veritas quam verus, quia non veritas a vero, sed verus a veritate descendit » (I, x, 275-6). Truth being truth and thus, presumably, recognizable from falsehood, it needed definition merely by an etymology and not by its properties. Isidore posited for truth a hierarchy of values by word-class, in which « true » was subordinate to « truth » because the adjective « verus » derived from, and was chronologically subordinate to, the substantive « veritas ». Such theorizing had metaphysical implications — it extolled pure abstraction (« veritas ») over the attribute derived therefrom (« verus »). There were practical effects also. Truth and facts were polarized, with preference for the former over the latter in contexts of apparent conflict.

      Truth separated history (« res verae quae factae sunt ») from fable (« fabulae vero sunt quae nec factae sunt nec fieri possunt ») (I, xliv, 5). History was the narration of events. It was so named « ἀπὸ τοῡ ἱστορɛ̃ιν » which Isidore (incorrectly) translated as seeing (« videre ») and learning (« cognoscere ») (I, xli, 1). The eye-witnessing of events was the best source and the best guarantee of historical truth, for what was seen was related without lies : « quae enim videntur, sine mendacio proferuntur » (ibid.
). Isidore’s assertion of the reliability of eye-witness history ignored such complicating factors as personality, background, and political motive. It subordinated style to content, for the « res gesta » and not the manner of its « narratio » now defined history. Thus the genre that Quintilian had once regarded as most akin to poetry and as most deserving of 
stylistic elaboration was now redefined according to logical rather than aesthetic criteria. History now dealt with happenings. History was also a didactic lesson for humanity, and for this even heathen history might serve. The « resverae » of antiquity could be sifted by the moderns for the purpose of demonstrating truth : « veritas ».

      The above assumptions about truth can be assembled into the following recipe : Latin (i.e.) pagan authors were medieval authorities ; they were without the « truth » ; the Christian should not read the lies of pagan poetry ; pagan histories that dealt with useful subjects were not harmful ; the post-Classical Christian ages were superior to all past ages ; history — a part of grammar — committed what was worthy of memory to letters ; an eye-witness testimony of events guaranteed truth ; the facts were subordinate to the « truth ».

      The ingredients were disparate, but it was not their disparateness that made the truth assertions suspect. It would seem rather that a tradition of manipulation gradually became associated with such assertions, so that Guillaume de Machaut eventually could name his monumental hoax Le Livre du Voir-dit
 from the convention. Further research upon other conventions should reveal whether they too could be used to contrary purpose.

      

    

  

  


		

    
		

  
    
      Chapter One 
Truth and the Authorities

      Guillaume de Poitiers reflected all of Isidore of Seville’s assumptions about truth in the Gesta Guillelmi ducis Normannorum et regis Anglorum

1
 for which he made frequent truth claims. Ostensibly it told the truth about a man of truth in a truthful medium — prose. Guillaume’s truth-proposition might be formulated as follows : truth is superior to falsehood ; the Gesta Guillelmi
 relates the true facts of William’s life, which was devoted to truth ; ergo
, the Gesta Guillelmi
 surpasses all the heroic writings of antiquity, since they embellished the truth and cultivated lies. « Scriptor Thebaidos vel AEneidos, qui libris in ipsis poetica lege de magnis majora canunt, ex actibus hujus viri aeque magnum, plus dignum conficerent opus vera canendo », II, 22.

      This truth assertion disguised a paradox : although the artistic supremacy of the auctores
 was their weakness in Guillaume’s view, it was the auctores
 that provided Guillaume with his structural and stylistic models. Guillaume’s training in humane letters at the Poitiers schools was his literary trademark : « Pictavinus autem dictus est, quia Pictavis fonte philosophico ubertim imbutus est. »2
 Agamemnon, Achilles, Hector, Turnus, Pompey, Mithridates, Marius, Jugurtha, Pyrrhus, Augustus, Cicero, and Plato were among the many references to classical literature in the Gesta Guillelmi
, and Suetonius’ Vitae
 was a visible influence upon its structure.

      Guillaume aimed to prove the superiority of present over past on the evidence of his biography of a Christian conqueror-duke. William was nevertheless measured against antiquity on antiquity’s terms. Agamemnon, king of Argos, had waged ten years of siege to win one city, but William had subjugated all England in a day : « Argivorum rex Agamemnon habens in auxilio multos duces atque reges, unicam urbem Priami dolo vix evertit obsidionis anno decimo… Subegit autem urbes Anglorum cunctas dux Guillelmus copiis Normanniae uno die ab hora tertia in vesperum, non multo extrinsecus adjutorio », II, 26. Tydeus had defended himself single-handed against fifty attackers, but William had not feared to fight one thousand : « Tydeus adversum insidiatos quinquaginta rupis petivit opem : Guillelmus par, haud inferior loco, solus non extimuit mille », II, 22. Julius Caesar had been rash of temperament, and had trusted excessively to Fortune. William had acted prudently at all times, and had owed his success to wisdom rather than to chance : « Si Romani illius, et nostri principis acta attentius perspexeris, illum temerarium atque fortunae nimis confidentem, hunc omnino providum hominem, qui magis optimo consilio quam casu res bene gesserit, recte dices », II, 40.

      It had been the property of classical poetry to embellish — fiction was its product. It was the property of medieval prose to state facts simply — truth would be its product. Guillaume’s truth claim here was essentially a denigration of his authorities, and his « meager prose » (II, 22) was the outward sign of inner grace. Poets amplified. Vergil’s pen was mightier than Aeneas’ sword. Guillaume’s history would be justified by fact alone : « Parturire suo pectore bella quae calamo ederentur, poetis licebat, atque amplificare utcumque cognita per campos figmentorum divagando. Nos ducem sive regem, cui nunquam impure quid fuit pulchrum, pure laudabimus ; nusquam a veritatis limite passu uno delirantes », I, 20.

      Paradox can again be found in the descriptions of the author’s method, and Guillaume’s assertions of truth are, by definition, assertions of partiality, because his « truth » was eulogistic — « laudabimus ». Although Guillaume compares favorably with contemporary Norman propagandists3
 for the reliability of the facts presented,4
 those facts have been adapted to his purpose. Eulogy implies authorial selectivity in dealing with the material. Facts that are « appropriate (only) in volumes of annals » must be omitted in favor of the « praestantissima » : « Praeterea quantulum in dicendo facultatis habemus, ad dicendum praestantissima omnium id reservamus », I, 20.

      Amplification was used to enhance the most outstanding exploits so that the Gesta Guillelmi
 would provide an illustrious example for posterity, for example, William’s donations (II, 31) and the loyal alliance of Copsige (II, 48). Other passages which have been demonstrably amplified ad praeconium
 are the description of the young duke William at the time of his alliance with Henry of France (I, 11-12), the Ambrières victory over Geoffrey Martel (I, 33), the virtues of Marguerite, the intended bride of William’s son, Robert (I, 39), the qualities of William (I, 47-59), the qualities of William’s supporter, pope Alexander (II, 3), William’s conquest (II, 26), the archbishop Ealdred of York, who crowned William (II, 30), and William again (II, 32).

      Apostrophe was employed for a more dramatic expansion of the facts or, in some cases, for their abridgement, as in the following reproach to England deploring (but not describing) her lukewarm acceptance of William : « Diligeres, ac maximi haberes eum et tu, Anglica terra, totamque te ejus pedibus laeta prosterneres, si abesset imprudentia atque iniquitas tua, quo meliore consilio dijudicare posses in qualis viri potestatem deveneris… » (II, 32). Guillaume’s apostrophizing was frequently condemnatory. The vituperative denigration of William’s enemies contributed directly to the laudatory process, however, since it provided thematic lines of development for the eulogy of William : « Paucis igitur te affabimur Heralde. Qua mente post haec Guillelmo haereditatem auferre, bellum inferre, ausus es, cuique te gentemque tuam sacrosancto jurejurando subjecisti tua et lingua et manu ? » (I, 46), (see also I, 4 and II, 25).

      The author’s favor or disfavor for political figures was, by his own admission, dependent upon more than the facts of a given historical situation. In the case of Eustace of Boulogne, for example, his treacherous abandonment of William and his support of Kent were glossed over. Because he was now numbered among William’s close associates, the author spared him the vituperation he deserved : « Sed parcendum sentimus personae multifariam illustri, comiti nominato, qui reconciliatus nunc in proximis regis honoratur » (II, 47). Obviously a current political situation could work retroactively upon the « vera » of the Gesta Guillelmi.



      Other stylistic devices which contributed to Guillaume’s purpose were digression (on the personal qualities of one of William’s family appointments, bishop Hugh of Lisieux, I, 58), exclamatory pathos or mock pathos (at the surrender of...
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