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      INTRODUCTION

      

      Translation might be described as a process of transference by which thoughts expressed in one language are converted into satisfactory equivalents in another. The definition of « satisfactory » is variable, and is best illustrated ostensively. The process of finding equivalents depends on a number of factors : the richness of connotative meaning in the original text, the cultural context into which the work is to be transferred, and the possibilities for semantic, syntactic, and stylistic equivalence between the two languages.

      In each of these respects the translator of Li Fet des Romains
 has had to resolve difficulties. He produced his work in 1213 from texts of Sallust, Caesar, Suetonius, and Lucan. Four different Latin styles, one of which was floridly poetic, were therefore converted into French prose when French prosewriting was in its infancy. The Latin historians, writing for an informed Roman audience about familiar subjects, used, when necessary, a military, political, and legal terminology that could have no meaning in a thirteenth-century French setting. And the linguistic structure of classical Latin necessitated constant syntactic re-thinking and re-grouping to convert it into French’s looser, more analytic framework.

      Nevertheless, Li Fet des Romains
 immediately became one of the most popular translations of the Middle Ages. At least fifty-nine manuscripts survive, eleven from the thirteenth century, eighteen from the fourteenth, and thirty from the fifteenth. The translation’s vogue extended beyond France. Italy, Portugal, and doubtless Spain, each had their 
version of it, and such popularity could not have been accidental or undeserved. Somehow the translator had managed to find « satisfactory » equivalences which made his work an autonomous piece of literature, used independently of its sources.

      The translator states at the beginning of his work that his intention is didactic. Moreover, his didacticism is directed towards the moral improvement of his public. This immediately sets him apart from a modern translator for whom « didacticism » could imply no more than the accurate rendering of a new set of ideas, never the dictating of a moral point of view. His didacticism is no nearer to nineteenth-century statements of moral purpose. The claims of a Baudelaire or a Flaubert might never have been formulated if it had not been advisable to placate certain sections of their society. They maintained that the presentation of evil could, by an antiphrasis or revulsion of thought, be edifying. Judgment was therefore to be made, not on the content of their work, but solely on its effets. The medieval translator’s claim is less complicated. The lesson of Roman history is moral, not by antiphrasis but in actuality. (The consistency of the lesson is, of course, carefully maintained by judicious selection, by invention, and by direct intervention of the translator to point out guiding principles in complex situations.)

      Furthermore, the translator assumes that the moral lesson of his work will be one of its most attractive features. His prologue is no hypocritical stance. It implies a harmony between translator and public in a didactic age.

      There is harmony, too, between the translator’s literary predilections and those of his public, and his title immediately suggests the fact. The history of Rome is presented as a collection of deeds, acts, or « gestes », the warlike exploits of heroes predominating over analysis of those wars’ causes. The public to whom such a title was addressed was the same courtly, intelligent, lay public that could assess an epic duel or judge an act of chivalry. Their interest in ancient Rome 
was genuine enough, but their enthusiasm had arisen through their familiarity with romanticized presentations of antiquity such as le Roman de Thèbes, le Roman de Troie, le Roman d’Enéas
, and le Roman d’Alexandre
. Thus, Li Fet des Romains
 was more than a disinterested scholarly enterprise ; it met a popular demand for further information about Rome’s heroes. The first French translation of Roman history was in a direct line of descent from the chanson de geste
 and the roman
. And just as the first French prose historian, Villehardouin, constantly reflected epic antecedents,1
 Li Fet des Romains
 is full of indications of the tastes of its time, for example, that exciting intervention-invention of the translator by which the battle of Pharsalia is supplemented with eight extra pages of taunts, blows, and duels, with isolated alexandrine lines strewn throughout like so many lopped-off limbs.2


      Li Fet des Romains
 was, in its original conception, a complete history of Rome from Julius Caesar to Domitian : « Et comencerons nostre conte principalment a Juille Cesar, et le terminerons a Domicien, qui fu li douziemes empereres » (p. 2, 1. 24). All surviving manuscripts end, however, with the death of Caesar, and there is no evidence that the work was ever continued. For a text whose first volume had won such incredible popularity, the argumentum e silentio
 seems not only justified but conclusive. At all events, the translator’s view of post-Caesarean Rome can only be surmised, and Li Fet des Romains
 must be treated as an entity complete in itself.

      The translator’s main sources — and here his choice was determined not only by taste but by availability — were Caesar’s Commentarii de bello gallico
, Suetonius’ Vita Caesarum I
, Sallust’s Catilina
, and Lucan’s Bellum civile.
 In addition, he used in places Isidore of Séville’s Etymologiae
 
(Books I-XX), Flavius Josephus’ Bellum Judaicum
, Petrus Comestor’s Historia
, and glosses and commentaries from the scholiasts.3
 He quotes occasionally from St. Augustine and from the Bible. He probably used Geoffrey of Monmouth, Eusebius, le Roman de Thèbes
, and le Roman d’Alexandre
, although he does not name them. Conversely he names two sources for Photinus’ sea attack which are impossible authorities : Herodotus and Berosus (p. 645, line 3). Their names must reflect a mistake or confusion on the translator’s part rather than a desire to mislead with borrowed authority, a practice he has no need to follow since his sources are already extensive.

      There are difficulties still to be unravelled about his sources. Sometimes Li Fet des Romains
 contains precise details that are not traceable to any known source and yet are different in kind from the flights of fanciful invention. As for the latter, the translator is undoubtedly his own best source when other material is sparse or lacking. Epic recreations have already been mentioned, and the contemporary taste for romance is served almost as fully. The translator turns half a sentence of Suetonius into a complete love episode about Eunoe, queen of Bogud, whose kingly submission to Caesar was obviously less interesting to the translator than the submission of Bogud’s wife. Caesar, the Roman general, is transformed into Caesar, the medieval chevalier
. Even historical events may of necessity be provided by the translator himself. Since the Bellum Africanum
 and the 
Bellum Hispaniense
 were unknown to him, he fabricated the whole of III, 19 from a few scattered details in glosses : the names of Pompey’s two sons, the town of Munda, the defeat and death of Gnaeus, and the flight of Sextus, « et là-dessus il a brodé largement ».4


      This translator who has been so ready to intervene with his personal views and his personal creations remains, however, anonymous to the end.5
 Leaving aside for the moment the personal beliefs and prejudices — which establish him as a lively personality but do not identify him — it is still possible to draw a limited number of conclusions. He was inevitably a clerc
. If this were not already implied by his knowledge of classical Latin texts, it could be deduced from his comments about « lay-folk » : « Neptunus, que ces laies genz claiment Nuiton » (p. 592, 1. 26). The translator’s sensitivity to the difference between learned and lay traditions makes him an ideal bridge between the two. He is able to anticipate the difficulties of comprehension that his public will have, and his explanations to them reveal his
 century as clearly as Caesar’s.6


      The region of France from which the translator came is more difficult to determine, but the area of the Ile-de-France
 seems most likely. The translator is nationalistic rather than provincial in his attitudes. His language contains variegated regionalisms and yet shows a detailed acquaintance 
with Paris and its surrounds. And he seems to have been personally acquainted with King Philip Augustus in his youth, and anxious to promote the cause of the French monarch against his enemies.

      A comprehensive examination of the translation has never been made. In the Middle Ages its success was accepted without question and without analysis, and when the Renaissance brought new approaches to the translation of classical texts, Li Fet des Romains
 fell into disuse. Paul Meyer was the first to resurrect the work in a thirty-six page article in Romania
, 1885. In 1907, J. Loesche wrote a dissertation « Die Abfassung der Faits des Romains », in which he identified the sources of the first fifty pages of Bib. Nat. ms. 1391, commented briefly on the translator’s techniques, and compiled an index of proper names. The scope of the dissertation was limited to the first fifty pages of Li Fet des Romains
, and it was never published. L.-F. Flutre and K. Sneyders de Vogel edited the complete text (1938) in a two-volume edition, of which the first volume contains the text and the second volume a valuable introduction, commentary, and glossary. All references in the present book are to the Flutre-Sneyders de Vogel edition.7
 I have profited from Monsieur Flutre’s description of the manuscripts (Les Manuscrits des Faits des Romains)
 and from his study of the influence of Li Fet des Romains
 upon later centuries (Li Fait des Romains dans les littératures française et italienne du XIIIe
 au XVIe
 siècle).
 Messieurs R. Bossuat, O. Jodogne, and J. Monfrin have also contributed to the growing interest in Li Fet des Romains.
 But the time is ripe for a full and systematic study of its translator qua
 translator, a study that will show the stylistic choices, adaptations, expurgations, and inventions, in short, the basic assumptions the translator makes about his role as an interpreter of Roman history.

      

      Since the method used was close comparison of Li Fet des Romains
 with its sources, the resulting material was often too detailed to be presented in its entirety, and several articles remain to be written on aspects that were beyond the scope of the present book. It is to be hoped, however, that the reader will find ample treatment of all the translator’s innovations. Apart from the intrinsic interest of his text — and it is considerable — Li Fet des Romains
 sheds much light on medieval translation, medieval understanding of the auctores
, the linguistic evolution of medieval French, and, in fact, thirteenth-century French civilization generally. For these reasons I have tried to make a comprehensive and yet detailed guide to this important but neglected work, the medieval layman’s handbook to Caesar’s Rome : Li Fet des Romains.
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          The difficulty of identifying the annotated manuscripts that were used by the translator is discussed by K. Sneyders de Vogel in « Recherches sur les Faits des Romains », Romania
 LIX (1933), 61-72. There he proves conclusively that an annotated manuscript of Lucan provided many of the translator’s explanatory additions, and that his manuscript of Sallust probably contained a supplementary list of Roman magistrates similar to that given by Isidore of Séville in Book IX, 3 of the Origines.
 Further identification remains difficult — « ici la philologie classique nous laisse complètement en défaut : il n’existe aucune collection ni des gloses sur Salluste, ni de celles sur Suétoine, ni de celles sur César » (ibid.
, p. 71).
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          Li Fet des Romains
, vol. II, p. 213.
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          Loesche suggested that he might be the « mestres d’Orliens » mentioned by Jehan de Thuin : « Jehan de Tuim in seiner Hystore de Julius Cesar
 aus dem Ende des XIII. Jhdt. erwähnt an 2 Stellen ‘mestres d’Orliens’, deren Bericht als mit der geschichtlichen Wahrheit in Widerspruch stehend bezeichnet wird. Vielleicht haben wir unter diesen ‘mestres’ die Verfasser unseres Werkes zu verstehen » (J. Loesche, « Die Abfassung der Faits des Romains », p. 6). The identification is, however, a random one with little to corroborate it.
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          See Appendix I
 for some of the explanations that the translator felt obliged to make for his lay public to ensure their comprehension.

        

      

    

    p.XVIII

    
      7

      
          Les Fet des Romains
, ed. L.-F. Flutre et K. Sneyders de Vogel. Paris : Droz, 1938 (2 vols.).

        

      

    

  


		

    
		

  
    
      CHAPTER ONE

      
        Chascune lengue si a ses proprietez et sa maniere de parler et por ce nul translateor o interpreteor ne porroit jamais bien translater d’une lengue e autre s’il ne s’enformast a la maniere et as proprietez de cele lengue en qui il translate. Por laquel chose il covint au translateor de ceste science de translater aucune fois parole por parole, et aucune fois et plus sovent sentence por sentence et aucune fois por la grant oscurté de la sentence li covint il sozjoindre et acreistre ; autresi li covint en aucun leu en l’elocucion de changier et muer exemples por la discordance de letres et de sillabes qu’il trova entre les.ii. lengues.

        Maître Jean d’Antioche.

      

      A theoretical definition of the perfect literary translation might be formulated thus : a translation in which each word totally represents the meaning of its original — not merely the denotative meaning of the immediate context but also all the distributional information that goes along with each word ; a translation in which all formal patterns of any stylistic significance (e.g. word-order) are either preserved or somehow replaced ; in sum, a translation with neither addition to, nor subtraction from, the original in meaning, form, or style.

      The fact that this ideal is never realizable does not detract from the usefulness of the definition as a yardstick by which to measure performance, the degree of departure being determined by the nature of the languages concerned and by the purpose for which the translation is undertaken.

      A study of the procedures by which the translator modified the original is best begun with the changes imposed by the nature of the French language itself — what maître Jean d’Antioche calls its « proprietez ».

      The simplest translation procedure is a one-to-one transference of single words, a transference that proceeds « parole por parole », to use maître Jean’s terminology again. Unfortunately, maître Jean gives only a vague indication of the possibilities of such literal translation : he says it is used « occasionally » (« aucune fois »), whereas sentence-by-sentence translation is used « occasionally and more often » (« aucune fois et plus sovent »). The examination of a few chosen word-classes will show how rare a one-to-one transference of Latin into French necessarily is in Li Fet des Romains.



      For the class of verbs, one of the simplest and most celebrated of Caesar’s sentences, his « Veni, vidi, vici », will serve as an example. It is a sentence that cries out for an epigrammatic word-by-word translation, but it is rendered as « Je sui venuz, j’ai veü, j’ai veincu » (p. 711, 1. 22). The translator’s difficulties are immediately apparent. French had reached a stage where a pronoun subject had become an almost inevitable concomitant of the verb. The three single verbs must therefore be expanded by the addition of « je » if their full sense is to be retained. But there was no possibility of a neat three-fold repetition even here, because of the elision of unstressed « e » before a vowel.

      And then, of course, there was the most difficult problem : the non-equivalence of the Latin and French past tenses. From a morphological point of view, the closest equivalent of « veni, vidi, vici » was « (je) vins, (je) vis, (je) vainquis », a triplet that would have preserved at least some of the epigrammatic quality of the original. But the French past definite had evolved away from the Latin perfect in sense, and now conveyed a past action viewed from a historical point of view. So the translator, necessarily preferring meaning over form, opted for the nearest sense-equivalent of the Latin perfect, the newly-formed past indefinite. Unfortunately, that Romance tense, a compound of « avoir » or « être » with the past participle of the main verb, was still only an approximate equivalent. At this stage of French it retained, from its origins as a present tense with adjectival participial accompaniment, excessively close links with the present moment to convey satisfactorily the full significance of the Latin past tense called « perfect ». Thus the translator has been forced by the « proprietez » of the French language to sacrifice the pregnant double sense of « veni, vidi, vici » — momentary action in the past plus
 significance to the present moment. The only surviving parallelism from Caesar’s dictum is an alliteration of « v’s ».

      Further changes between the verb-systems of Latin and French were occasioned by the disappearance of the Latin supine, gerundive, future participle, perfect infinitive, imperfect subjunctive, perfect subjunctive, future perfect indicative, and passive and deponent forms, and the French preference for a multi-purpose past subjunctive and compound tenses. Such radical changes in linguistic outlook, even if they had been restricted to the class of verbs alone, would have made translation « parole por parole » an impossible undertaking.

      Before leaving Caesar’s « veni, vidi, vici » with its epigrammatic use of verbs, it will be useful to examine the more general problem that such quotations posed for the translator — the problem of whether to translate them at all. His practice of rendering everything in French1
 now seems foolhardy, particularly in the case of brief and well-known phrases. But his decision should be examined in the context of his time and not in the context of the twentieth century translator whose linguistic stock of « bons mots » has been fed by centuries of classical tradition, whether he has himself studied Latin or not.

      The medieval translator was the bridge between dichotomous groups : the clerical public whose education was conducted in Latin and the lay public who spoke French and whose stock of Latin phrases was mainly ecclesiastical. Their familiarity with a « Ite missa est » did not imply any possible comprehension of a « veni, vidi, vici », or any knowledge of its significance in Caesar’s biography. Therefore the translator supplies, with some inaccuraries,2
 as much information as possible. He describes the epigram as « three words », a description which would be of linguistic significance for the medieval conception of compound verbs if one could be sure it was not merely a thoughtless transcription of « trium verborum » ; he translates it into French ; then he includes Suetonius’ explanation of the Latin epigram, realizing, perhaps, that his version requires it even more than the Latin : « dist trois paroles en cele procession oiant toz : ‘Je sui venuz, j’ai veü, j’ai veincu’. Par si bries paroles, ce3
 dist (Suetoines), senefia que il ot eue cele victoire em poi de tens ; car voirement Pharnax et tuit li Hermine furent de lui veincu en solement .iiii. hores de for »
 (p. 711, 1. 21. The italicized sentence is the translator’s explanation of Suetonius’ explanation.)

      Much attention has been given in this chapter to a mere three words because they illustrate what is, in fact, constant procedure in Li Fet des Romains :
 the adaptation of the material to suit the medium. And, as happens so often in this text, the necessary choice has been length over brevity,4
 nonparallelism over parallelism, meaning over form, and analysis over synthesis. A more general examination of other word-classes will show where the translator had to make radical changes.

      In comparison with verbs, the conversion of noun to noun would seem, theoretically, to be an uncomplicated one-to-one conversion which would create no difficulties once the necessary adjustments had been made in case usage.5
 The conversion of « mare » to « mer » and « mons » to « monz » would seem, for example, to involve little thought, since the words represent clear-cut geographical entities whose connotative significance probably had changed less in the centuries between Caesar and Li Fet des Romains
 than in the decades between Racine and Rousseau. And yet a change in thought-patterns is
 involved, for each noun must be assessed according to a new linguistic mode which now contained, among other new grammatical categories, a definite article.

      The medieval translator is therefore unable, by reason of Romance developments, to give an exact equivalent of « maria montisque », the extravagant bribe by which Q. Curius sought to persuade Fulvia (« maria montisque polliceri coepit », Catalina
, XXIII). He has to choose between the options of « les
 monz et les
 mers », (« [all] the mountains and [all] the seas in existence ») and the less specific « monz et mers ». His choice is in keeping with the character of Quintus Curius, the brash conspirator : « Quintus Curius conmença a prometre a la dame et les monz et les mers » (p. 24, 1. 29). But it involves a change in meaning from the total possibilities of the Latin noun to the forced distinctions of the new grammatical category. Seen from the point of view of the Latin sources, the translator’s handling of the word-class of nouns therefore constitutes delimitation of meaning.

      But his usage of the definite article is more interesting than this negative verdict implies, and it merits brief consideration without reference to the Latin sources. There is no doubt that Li Fet des Romains
 shows more variability in the usage of the definite article than is generally allowed for by books on Old French syntax. While the article was fast becoming the normal concomitant of a French noun, it had not yet reached the stage of an automatic and meaningless adjunct. For example, the translator does not obey Ewert’s categorical imperative that « abstract substantives, proper names, names of nationality in the plural (Franceis, Sarrazins), geographical names, substantives which denote a unique object (ciel, terre), seasons, points of time (printemps, matin, dimanche) did not take an article in Old French. »6
 In the space of nine lines of Li Fet des Romains
...
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