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ABSTRACT 
 

 Prologues are textual features that can occur before the main part of a work in 

virtually every genre of literature. In ancient Greece, history was the first genre to 

develop a standard form for the prologue, and histories from Herodotus throughout the 

medieval period would continue this tradition. Modern scholars have paid some attention 

to historical prologues, but have often ignored the body of prescriptive texts that 

underlies their construction, the significance of their historical allusions, and their broad 

interdisciplinary context. 

 Medieval English histories, in part because they had no body of theory to 

explicitly address historiographic method, are increasingly interpreted in the context of 

the social systems that produced them. Histories served many needs in medieval England, 

including uniting people through semi-legendary ethnic origins, legitimizing legal rights 

and privileges, establishing community boundaries and power structures, articulating 

salvation history, and attempting to accurately recount the past. Prologues to historical 

works typically include a wide array of classical and patristic citations as well as standard 

topoi and terminology that scholars often dismiss as irrelevant convention. 

 First, I investigate the theory and practice of prologues in the ancient world to 

determine if medieval authors were citing classical authors and ideas because of 

convention or utility. Next, I look to early Christian writers, who reconciled the classical 

past with a Christian present, establishing the basic format of medieval historical writing 

and prologues. Third, I survey prologue theory in the Middle Ages, ranging from 

commentaries on the established classical theory to brand new genres of literature that 

develop of out of the scholastic method. Finally, I use this information to determine the 



Texas Tech University, Lane J. Sobehrad, August 2017 

 vi 

function of these classically-based, salvational, and prescriptive prologues in medieval 

English history, sampling texts from Bede to William of Malmesbury, concluding that 

prologues function to introduce not only texts, but also entire cultural and intellectual 

systems.   
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INTRODUCTION 
 

WHY FRONT MATTER MATTERS 
 
 To the Right noble, and Valorous, Sir Walter Raleigh, knight, Lo. Wardein of the 
Stanneryes, and her Majesties lieftenaunt of the County of Cornewayll. 
 
 Sir knowing how doubtfully all Allegories may be construed, and this booke of 
mine, which I have entituled the Faery Queene, being a continued Allegory… I have 
thought good aswell to discover unto you the general intention and meaning, which in the 
whole course therof I have fashioned, without expressing of any particular purposes or 
by-accidents therin occasioned. The generall end therefore of all the booke is to fashion a 
gentleman or noble person in vertuous and gentle discipline.1 
 
 In The Faerie Queen (1590) Edmund Spenser tells stories of Arthurian knights, 

paying special attention to the virtues they pursued. He uses allegory, specifically 

historical allegory, to blend the traditional medieval virtues of temperance, chastity, 

justice, and friendship with political and social commentary on Elizabethan England. By 

reflecting on the past, even if it was fiction, Spenser hoped his audience would learn 

something useful about the present.2 In addition, his epic poem contains ideas about 

theology, rhetoric, and poetry blended together to form a beautifully and carefully 

constructed story.3  

 What purpose is served by the letter Spenser affixed to the front of the first three 

books of The Faerie Queen? It has inconsistencies with the poem, and the 1596 edition 

includes the same letter, but this time dedicated to Queen Elizabeth instead of Sir Walter 

Raleigh. This makes sense because Elizabeth was often associated with the Fairy Queen, 

but it does not address the content of the letter which is, in fact, a textbook medieval 
                                                
1 Edmund Spenser, "A Letter of the Authors Expounding His Whole Intention in the Course of the Worke: 
Which for That It Giueth Great Light to the Reader, for the Better Vnderstanding Is Hereunto Annexed,” in 
The Fairy Queene, ed. T.P. Roche, Jr, (New York: Penguin, 1979), 15. 
2 Rudolf Gottfried, "Our New Poet: Archetypal Criticism and The Faerie Queene,” PMLA 83, no. 5 (1968): 
1362-1364. 
3 Walter Davis, "Spenser and the History of Allegory,” English Literary Renaissance 32, no. 1 (2002): 
152–167. 
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epistolary prologue that would fit right in with the medieval curriculum of letter-writing. 4 

Spenser appropriately introduces the recipient and ends with his name and date; he 

renders the audience benevolent by explaining that reading a book like this benefits one’s 

virtues; he explains what authorities he used to construct the book; and he summarizes 

the content for easy comprehension. Throughout The Faerie Queene, Spenser constantly 

uses old structures and forms, and his prologue is no different.  

 Prologues anchor texts to a specific theory, methodology, worldview, and cultural 

milieu. Scholars generally recognize this. Most monographs and editions that study 

historical works spend a good amount of time discussing how the prologue orients the 

audience toward the core purpose of the text. History was the first prose genre in western 

civilization to develop its own prologues themes.5 By the time Herodotus and Thucydides 

wrote their works, standard historical prologues made claims of impartiality, the utility of 

history, and of the need to memorialize the deeds of “great men” for the benefit of future 

generations.6 Even in older literary traditions, prologues (or at least prefatory language) 

were used in texts that addressed topics in the past, such as in the epic poems of Homer 

or the mythology of Hesiod. History apparently needed prologues for some reason, and 

that required some sort of explanation by the author prior to the main text. The near 

ubiquity of prologues in historical texts from Herodotus to the present suggests their 

continuing importance. Indeed, the success or failure of the author’s intentions for the 

text depends on establishing an intellectual framework through which the audience can 

access the text and the past. 

                                                
4 W.J.B. Owen, “Spenser’s Letter to Raleigh,” Modern Language Review 45, no. 4 (1950): 511-512. 
5 Tore Janson, Latin Prose Prefaces: Studies in Literary Convention (Stockholm: Almquist & Wiksell, 
1964), 16.  
6 Janson, loc cit. 
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 This dissertation argues that prologues as they appeared in manuscripts in the 

Middle Ages were important textual features. Regardless of genre, they were used to set 

up audience expectations, establish an authorial voice, and explicitly engage in a 

memorial literary process. It also argues that historical prologues in particular helped 

medieval authors participate in and develop identities for various communities, served to 

explore the revelatory properties contained within the recorded past, and framed the 

historiographic mindset of medieval readers. The roots of the tropes and themes found in 

medieval prologues can be traced back directly to classical Greek rhetorical theory. 

Generally, the changes that occur in the form and content of prologues over time reflect 

the authors’ cultural contexts, not changes in the prologue’s literary functions. Finally, 

medieval prologues developed as part of a broader effort to structure a methodology for 

interpreting the world (i.e. the idealistic rhetorical pursuit of “Truth”). These themes are 

implicit and explicit throughout this dissertation, and each is approached in two ways. 

First, technical treatises are surveyed for their description and analysis of prologues and 

their parts. Second, prologue examples have been selected to show applications of and 

deviations from the technical treatises. The first demonstrates the rational methodology of 

a synthesis of prologue theory. This method can then be used and applied to a defined set 

of texts over a given period of time. This dissertation, explicates medieval English 

historical prologues, but theoretically its methods can be applied to anywhere in the 

medieval West. 

  A prologue is, simply, a distinct text that occurs before the main narrative of a 

given work. This definition applies to all literature regardless of genre, from canon law to 

hagiography to epic poetry. Traditionally, technical treatises place prologues with 
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speeches, as Peter of Spain (d.1277) did in his widely popular logic textbook Tractatus, 

which suggests the key identifier for a prologue is its position “prior to narration by 

means of order.”7 In this regard, prologues are similar throughout the ages from Homer to 

Matthew Paris to C.S. Lewis. What texts and manuscripts show is that not only is this 

general definition consistent throughout the medieval period, but that prologues may even 

consist of nontextual forms and structures. Medieval prologues can be calendars, 

computation tables, genealogical records, annals, illustrations, or even maps. It is “first” 

or “prior” (prius) in the same way that, in medieval schools, letters should studied before 

syllables and, in writing theological/philosophical texts, first principles should be 

established before making conclusions.8 

 Prologues are important. This needs to be stated explicitly because readers often 

take prologues for granted, or just skip them altogether. Historical and literary scholars 

have rarely investigated prologues as a distinct structure. In On Different Topics (De 

topicis differentiis), for example, Boethius (d. 524 CE), referred his readers to Cicero’s 

On Invention for an explanation of prologues rather than providing his own, stating “For 

us, it is enough to have taken these things from Cicero.”9  Yet, prologues and 

introductory material have always played a crucial role in providing useful information 

for audiences to approach a given text, and have only gotten more complicated over time. 

 A modern example, and an important book in the development of prologue 

analysis, is Ernst R. Curtius’ classic European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages, 

originally published in 1948. In the 2013 edition, it includes a table of contents with both 

                                                
7 Peter of Spain, Tractatus, III.30, ed. L.M. de Rijk (Assen: Van Gorcum and Comp. B.V., 1972), 40: 
“prohemium prius est narratione per ordinem.” 
8 Peter of Spain, Tractatus, III.30. 
9 Boethius, De Topicis Diferentiis, tr. Eleonore Stump (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1978), IV.1210C, 
p. 86. 
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chapter and section titles, a unique introduction to the new addition, a translator’s note, a 

note of acknowledgment, a foreword by Curtius on the original English translation, and 

finally, a formal prologue titled “Guiding Principles.” All of these sections can be 

justified. For example, even the humble table of contents serves an expository purpose in 

Curtius’ text. Based on key words, the titles allow readers to quickly and easily navigate 

to a particular section. The table of contents, like narrative prologues, was invented in the 

ancient world to articulate argumentative structure and to order knowledge.10 The 

translator’s note and acknowledgments do not provide any additional information about 

the text, but do explain structural changes, signal intellectual debts, and express thanks 

for research help. Curtius himself notes that in the prologue tradition “modesty 

statements” are a long-standing topos serving to put the audience at ease about the 

author’s credentials and mental state.11  

 The formal prologues (the new edition’s prologue and “Guiding Principles”) 

contain significantly more exposition and insight into authorial voice and narrative 

intention than the other sections, and thus it might be expected that they receive the 

upgrade to Arabic page number status. But they do not. Why is this so? Interestingly, The 

Chicago Manual of Style has separate entries for these prefatory terms, but groups them 

in the same section on front matter.12 The preface is supposed to explain the reasons for 

undertaking the work, explicate research methods, and sometimes specify special 

permission for the use of previously published material. Acknowledgment of grant 

                                                
10 Andrew Riggsby, “Guides to the Wor(l)d,“ in Ordering Knowledge in the Roman Empire, ed. J. König 
and T. Whitmarsh (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 88-107. 
11 Ernst Robert Curtius, European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages, tr. Willard R. Trask. (London: 
Routledge and Keegan Paul, 1953), 83-85. Originally published as Europäische Literatur und lateinisches 
Mittelalter (Bern: A. Francke AG Verlag, 1948). 
12 The Chicago Manual of Style, 16th edition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010), accessed 
September 29, 2016, http://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/home.html, §1.39-42. 



Texas Tech University, Lane J. Sobehrad, August 2017 

 6 

givers, colleagues, institutions, or family members may also appear in the section 

“Acknowledgments.” Most introductions that address the material of the books, such as 

the origins of the project or an outline of the contents, should be included in the preface, 

while introductions that address topics integral to the subject matter of the book should 

not be included with the front matter, but in the main text with Arabic page numbers.  

 This distinction between “Front Matter” and “Main Text” introductions is the 

same break that Curtius makes between his statement of  “Guiding Principles,” which 

provides an overview of his methods and theory, and his first chapter “European 

Literature,” which provides the historical context and background information for the rest 

of the book.13 Medieval theorists and authors were just as concerned with the readability 

and accessibility of their texts as modern authors. Isidore of Seville also notes that a 

prologue is meant “to prepare the ears of the audience” and render them “docile by 

instruction, attentive by stimulation,” whereas the narrative (main text) is supposed to 

explain the author’s main purpose “briefly and candidly.” Such organization is both 

pleasing and beneficial, according to ninth–century commentator Hildemar of Corbie: 

“How excellent it is to pass unhindered through holy thought and to enter into the sound 

nature of its precepts; to set correctly one’s own limits for a measured speech to divide 

the whole composition in parts in such a way that we can see its beauty and symmetry.”14 

Indeed, Curtius’ introductory material is in no small way a direct result of classical 

prologue structures as they were solidified, codified, and explicated during the Middle 

Ages.  

                                                
13 Isidore of Seville, Etymologies, tr. Stephen Barney et al. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2006), I.xl.6; II.vii.2; VI.i.10, viii.9; XVIII.xlix.  
14 Hildemar of Corbie, Commentary on Luke, §12, in “From the Treatise on the Gospel of Luke,” The 
Hildemar Project, ed. A. Diem, J. Hendrix, C. Prior, M. Urbanus, B. Venarde (2014),  https://hildemar.org, 
accessed April 30, 2017. 
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 Both Curtius and medieval authors follow the classical program, in which 

prologues are part of the five classical canons of rhetoric. Rhetoric’s overarching goal is 

the pursuit of truth, capital “T,” which can be found in all of its constituent parts. In fact, 

Boethius, one of the primary transmitters of classical learning to medieval England, 

argued that every part of the canons of rhetoric should be found in every other part  

because its main prescribed goal is the pursuit of universal truth. A prologue’s ultimate 

purpose is to connect the goal of the work with the divine order.15 History was the first 

prose genre to develop a principled prologue tradition, making the prescriptive goals 

medieval rhetoric inherited from the classical tradition especially pertinent in medieval 

historical texts whose main purpose was to explain God’s Will through the examples of 

the past.16 Jean Froissart (d. ca. 1405), arguably the best historian of the Middle Ages, 

illustrates the rhetorical and divine goals of medieval historical writing in his prologue:  

 In order that honorable [events]...may be properly related and entrusted to 
 perpetual memory, so that brave men may have them as an example to encourage 
 them in their actions, I wish to treat of and record a history and theme worthy of 
 great praise. But before I begin, I beseech the savior of the whole world…that he 
 may endow me with sense and understanding.17  
 
Indeed, even Shakespeare argues in The Tempest, “What’s past is prologue.”18 To 

understand medieval history and the past it is necessary to understand medieval authors 

and their texts on their own terms, and their prologues may be the best place to start.19 

                                                
15 See e.g. Advances in the History of Rhetoric [Special Issue: An Ancient Master Teacher Speaks to the 
Modern World: What Quintilian Can Tell Us About Modern Pedagogy] 19, no. 2 (June 2016): 107-230; 
Boethius, De Topicis Diferentiis, 1207D.36-40. 
16 James Murphy, Rhetoric in the Middle Ages: A History of Rhetorical Theory from St. Augustine to the 
Renaissance (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1974), 42. 
17 Jean Froissart, “Chronicle,” in Ancient and Medieval Historical Prologues, tr. Justin Lake (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2013), 286. Translation from Froissart, Les Chroniques de Sire Jean 
Froissart, ed. J.A.C. Buchon, 2 vol. (Paris: Desrez, 1835), 1-2.  
18 Shakespeare, “The Tempest,” in The Complete Works of Shakespeare, ed. Stanley Wells and Gary Taylor 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), act 2, scene 1, line 258. 
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 Medieval historians did not inherit theoretical historiographic treatises, like the 

manuals available to rhetoricians, theologians, or lawyers. Patterns and trends can be 

established based on the information provided in their works, but prologues themselves 

are the primary textual vehicle medieval historians used to comment on their theory. 

Gervase of Canterbury (c.1145, d. in or after 1210), for example, discusses the 

difference between a chronicle and a history in the prologue to his Chronicle. He equates 

annals to chronicles, and specifies that “To some extent the historian and the chronicler 

have the same goals and use the same material, but their method of handling is different, 

as is their form. They share a common purpose, because both strive for truth. The form of 

their work is different because the historian proceeds in a roundabout and elegant 

manner, while the chronicler adopts a direct and straightforward course.”20 He explains 

himself further by quoting Horace’s Ars Poetica, Vergil’s Eclogues, and Lucan’s Bellum 

Civile. Historians are responsible for an entertaining and thematically consistent portrayal 

of their subject matter, while chroniclers are responsible for accurate chronology 

(computat) of deeds and events – narration as opposed to compilation. Historians use 

“bombastic verbiage” (verbis ampullosis) to execute their goals because they emphasize 

rhetorical persuasion, while chronicles utilize a “humble style” (humili de modo) because 

precise anni Domini are critical to conceptualizing a divinely ordered world. Finally, 

Gervase notes that while his work is called a chronicle, “I do not believe I should be 

reckoned among the authors of chronicles, however, because I am not writing for a public 

library, but for you, my brother Thomas, and for our poor little family.”21 History, then, is 

                                                                                                                                            
19 Derek Pearsall, “Medieval Literature and Historical Enquiry,” The Modern Language Review 99, no. 4 
(October 2004), xxxi-xlii. 
20 Gervase of Canterbury, Chronicle, RS 73, I.87; tr. Justin Lake, Ancient and Medieval Prologues, 266. 
21 Gervase, Chronicle, I.89; Lake, Ancient and Medieval Prologues, 268. 
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commissioned, and the designed purpose is to please one’s patron. Chronicles, on the 

other hand, appear to be reference tools, perhaps useful for writing a history for a wider 

audience. Even still, Gervase notes that chronicle authors often “proceed in the manner of 

historians.”22 

 Gervase’s fellow English historian Ralph Diceto (d. c.1202), in the prologue to 

his Abbreviations of Chronicles, describes a tripartite division of history two and a half 

centuries before Leonardo Bruni did in his famous History of the Florentine People 

(1415-1444). For Diceto, antiquity (vetustissima) was ancient Hebrew history, “and it is 

certainly a mark of arrogance, not to have reverence for the past.”23  Less ancient history 

(vetera) causally organizes the works of the Church fathers.  Contemporary events 

(moderna) are those things after 1147, after which conflicting sources can be debated and 

reconciled. The date sounds like an arbitrary cutoff, but his other work, Ymaginum 

Historiarum chronicles 1148 to 1202. This agrees with the general perception of 

contemporary events as defined by Ralph’s contemporary, Walter Map, as about a 

hundred years.24 In addition, Diceto opens his chronicle with a table of twelve referential 

symbols to allow audiences more easily to navigate the subjects and themes of his 

chronicle (see Chapter IV below).25 Such a division of history is found nowhere else in 

medieval English historiography. 

                                                
22 Gervase, Chronicle, I.89; Lake, Ancient and Medieval Prologues, 269. 
23 Ralph Diceto, Radulphi de Diceto Decani Lundonensis Opera Historica, RS 68, I.18; tr. Justin Lake, 
Ancient and Medieval Prologues, 257. 
24 Walter Map, De Nugis Curialum: Courtier’s Trifles, ed. & trans. M.R. James, C.N.L. Brooke, & R.A.B. 
Mynors (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983), 122-125. 
25 Ralph Diceto, Abbreviationes chronicorum, London, BL Royal MS 13 E.vi, f.1, 
http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/record.asp?MSID=5569&CollID=16&NStart=13050, 
acccessed April 30, 2017. The twelve symbols are: persecution of the church; schismatics; councils; 
anointed kings; privileges of the Canterbury church; the election of the archbishops of Canterbury; dukes of 
Normandy; English barons; controversy between the king and church; on English kings, Norman dukes, 
and English barons; dissent between Henry II and his three sons..  
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 Medieval historians took great care in constructing their histories, so it is not 

surprising that they wanted audiences to take similar care in reading them. Chronicle 

prologues tended to use established terminology to express the purposes for which they 

wrote, such as utilitas, memoria, and veritas so that their meaning would be clear as 

possible to the audience. Memory, in particular, was often cited as a way to address “the 

scarcity of written documents which has resulted in the events being all too quickly 

buried in oblivion.”26 In prologues a narrator may adopt a referential voice that is 

universal, first person, or third person. The difference in the role assumed by the author 

changes the type of truth-claim the author can or will make and offers different levels of 

authorial responsibility.27 An individual act of writing contributes to a collective truth, 

helping to define and construct memory in that community. In other words, medieval 

history would be much more difficult for audience to read, interpret, and understand 

without prologues. 

 

A Broad View of “History”      

 The basic constituent components of a written history can be established in a 

number of reasonable ways, from R.G. Collingwood’s “a kind of research or inquiry that 

fastens upon something we do not know [in the past], and tries to discover it” to Nancy 

Partner’s “knowledge of the past…produced as cultural artifacts made of language – 

                                                
26 Eadmer of Canterbury, Eadmer’s History of Recent Events in England, tr. Geoffrey Bosanquet (London: 
The Cresset Press, 1964), 1. 
27 Christiane Marchello-Nizia, “L’Historien et son prologue: forme littéraire et stratégies discursives,” in La 
Chronique et l’histoire au Moyen Age: colloque des 24 et 35 mai 1982, ed. Daniel Poirion (Paris: Presses 
de l’Université de Paris-Sorbonne, 1986), 19, 24. 
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alias: histories in the plural.”28 These modern definitions are not far removed from those 

from the Middle Ages, as Isidore of Seville (c.560-636 CE) defines history simply as “a 

narration of deeds accomplished; through it what happened in the past is sorted out.”29 

Usually, the past is presented as a series of events related to one another through the 

words of an author. Typically, this results in a narrative written, as this dissertation is, 

with structured paragraphs, sentences, punctuation, and grammar, all in support of an 

overarching purpose. However, if, as our three definitions indicate, all that is required to 

establish a history is an inquiry into the past, a series of connected events, and an 

authorial voice, then literary narrative is not necessarily history’s only form. Other 

historical sub-genres such as chronicles, annals, hagiographies, and biographies can be 

included, along with genres that may provide indirect insight into the past. This also 

implies that contemporary works that address topics set in the past or created in the past 

may also be evaluated for their elucidation of the past itself – it is necessary to consider 

epic poetry, song lyrics, speeches, and dramatic plays. 

 What does this mean for sources in the Middle Ages? Can the events of a 

barebones annalistic work such as the early fourteenth-century chronicle of Worcester be 

considered proper history? Instead of a narrative moving events down along a timeline, 

annals use individual entries structured around a list of years in chronological order. 

However, the authors of annals made conscious decisions to include or exclude certain 

events, meaning that there was some interpretation of evidence and thus some type of 

authorial voice. Hayden White in Metahistory argues that all language is essentially 

                                                
28 R.G. Collingwood, The Idea of History (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1967), 9. This work was published 
posthumously from a 1936 manuscript; Nancy Partner, “Foundations: Theoretical Network for Knowledge 
of the Past,” in The SAGE Handbook of Historical Theory, ed. Nancy Partner and Sarah Foot (London: 
SAGE Publications, 2013), 3. 
29 Isidore of Seville, Etymologies, I.xli. 
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symbolic, thus any words recorded by a person in the past indicate a particular set of 

cultural viewpoints.30 The medieval point of view, again, was not so different, as 

illustrated by Augustine’s notion that linguistic “signs” are conveyers of knowledge.31 

Augustine’s On Christian Doctrine (397/426 CE), for example, argues that one of the 

difficulties in interpreting Scripture is that some meaning is lost in translation, whether 

from personal experience or through linguistic manipulation. In this way, history can be 

broadly defined to include all written evidence in or about the past.  

 Perhaps the best way to define the limits of medieval history is to establish how 

narrative fits into historical writing. Tom Davenport’s Medieval Narrative: An 

Introduction argues that medieval narrative includes all texts that take advantage of the 

author’s historical imagination.32 Whether created in the present or the past, these texts 

create “signposts” (a nod to Augustine, no doubt) for an investigation of history and its 

themes. He cautions that this is not an indication of continuity or progressive history in 

the fashion of the nineteenth century, but that medieval texts and medievalisms are 

unfixed in time and can thus be used and interpreted in the context in which they exist. 

Davenport devotes a chapter to historical sources, but far from limiting himself to the 

traditional corpus that includes Orderic Vitalis and Henry of Huntingdon, he focuses on 

texts such as Boccaccio’s Decameron, Beowulf, and even the Nibelungenlied. New 

                                                
30 Hayden White, Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth Century Europe (Baltimore: The 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973), ix-x, 4-15. 
31 Laurent Cesalli and Nadja Germann, “Signification and Truth Epistemology at the Crossroads of 
Semantics and Ontology in Augustine’s Early Philosophical Writings,” Vivarium 46,, no. 2 (2008): 123-
154. 
32 Tom Davenport, Medieval Narrative: An Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004). 
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narrative styles, such as the chanson de geste or roman de courtois provided medieval 

authors alternative ways to approach historical events.33 

 It may also be useful to look at how medieval texts have been utilized both by 

contemporaries and modern scholars. Medieval historical sources are usually approached 

in two basic ways. The first is to exploit them for information about the past and 

determine how they help support or alter knowledge about the subject in question. These 

sources are evaluated using modern methods for their useful evidence and critiqued for 

their inaccuracies and bias (this is certainly not unique to medievalists). The quest for 

objective history allows us to reject Geoffrey of Monmouth’s near-mythic history written 

is the early twelfth century as a product of medieval historiographic ignorance and praise 

William of Newburgh’s precise works in the late twelfth century as medieval history that 

uses modern methodology. An alternative approach is not to seek out the empirical truth 

of a medieval history, but to figure out what was true for the author. While Geoffrey of 

Monmouth may not have written an objectively accurate history according to modern 

historical standards, his work was hugely popular, often cited, and frequently copied in 

the Middle Ages. Because of this it has cultural value and significance that can be 

analyzed and interpreted, especially regarding how medieval audiences incorporated oral 

history and legend into their culture and society. William of Newburgh, too, is not only 

useful for constructing a precise chronology and clarifying medieval political 

relationships. He allows modern scholars to see a complex expression of medieval 

rhetorical, grammatical, and theological strategies applied to historical topics. 

                                                
33 The Chanson d’Antioche: An Old French Account of the French Crusade, tr. Susan Edgington and Carol 
Sweetenham (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2011), 81-85. 
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 Modern historical research is becoming less concerned with establishing the 

accuracy of the historical timeline because for many topics this project is nearing 

completion. Much less certain are the interpretations of texts and what they can tell 

modern readers about medieval culture. Again, the best place to start may be by defining 

parameters. A popular text on rhetoric in the Middle Ages was Cicero’s On Oratory, 

which defines three types of narrative (narratio): fabula, historia, and argumentum. The 

former discusses facts that are not true but have a moral lesson, the middle reports things 

that happened in the past for the benefit of the present, and the latter talks about 

“plausible narrative” that blends fabula and historia.34 This does not mean that medieval 

people did not take works of fabula seriously or that argumentum remained in the realm 

of pure speculation. On the contrary, Arthurian legends and supernatural occurrences in 

chronicles such as the little green men in Ralph of Coggeshall, William of Newburgh, 

and Gervase of Tillbury’s chronicles were likely known as fictions or at best as 

potentially dubious history, but they could still serve the greater purpose of moral 

instruction and divine explication.35  

 Monika Otter uses the example of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History of the Kings 

of Britain to illustrate this point. She argues that Geoffrey and his audience both should 

have known that his work was a fiction (fabula) based on his statement in the prologue 

that his work was a translation of  “a certain very ancient book in the British language” 

whose existence is and was almost universally doubted.36 Because Geoffrey knew, 

according to Otter, that this book never existed, his history takes the form of oral tradition 

                                                
34 This specific translation of argumentum is by Barney et al., Etymologies, 67. 
35 Monika Otter, “The Functions of Fictions in Historical Writing,” in Writing Medieval History: Theory 
and Practice for the Post-Traditional Middle Ages, ed. Nancy Partner (London: Hodder and Arnold, 2005). 
36 Otter, “Functions of Fictions,” 119. 
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and loses the ability to be checked by other scholars, which garners sharp criticism from 

contemporaries such as William of Newburgh and Henry of Huntington. His inaccuracies 

do not matter in the long run because his real goal is to show the greatness of English 

kings, not the exact progression of events in the English past. Citing an “ancient book” in 

the prologue provides Geoffrey with auctoritas, the ancient literary authority that makes 

his book worth reading, and provides his statements about the English kings with 

legitimacy.37 Later on, Matthew Paris legitimizes some of his Chronica Maior by 

claiming that his predecessors had dug up Geoffrey’s missing book for him to use as a 

resource. Medieval authors already viewed their histories as something more than a 

recounting of the past, so it follows that modern scholars should use investigative 

strategies that go beyond the reconstruction of historical events. 

 Concern with auctoritas is evident throughout the chronicles of the Middle Ages. 

Isidore of Seville’s Etymologies, one of the most widely copied works of the Middle 

Ages, says that the best way to write good history is to base it on an older authority 

(auctoritas) or to provide good eyewitness accounts.38 He defines categories of historical 

writing that utilize authority in different ways, distinguishing annals (annales) as the 

recorded events of individual years, chronicles (chronica) as ordered accounts of a period 

of time, and histories (historiae) as narratives of past deeds. Since the second century, 

annals have existed as a distinct term indicating a historical work simply-structured 

around the progression of years.39 In the Middle Ages annals were typically a product of 

monastic houses, written in many hands over the course of many years. Their style is 

                                                
37 Geoffrey of Monmouth, Geoffrey of Monmouth: The History of the Kings of Brtiain, ed. and tr., Michael 
Reeve and Neil Wright (Woodbridge, UK: The Boydell Press, 2007), 4. 
38 Isidore, Etymologies, Bk I. 
39 Graeme Dunphy, ed., Encyclopedia of the Medieval Chronicle, 2 vols. (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 1.45. 
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typically brief and without commentary. Annals were especially useful for keeping a 

regular record of institutional history, critical in times of political and administrative 

turmoil. Annals, among other documents, helped legitimize claims to rights, property, 

and privileges from “time immemorial” (ab aeterno/ab antiquo).  

 “Chronicle” and “history” are less defined terms. “Chronicle” came into regular 

use with the Church fathers in the fourth century. As the form developed, chronicles 

came to include cartulary texts with ordered documents interspersed with annalistic 

entries or narrative passages; diagrammatic structures such as stemmata, tables, and 

glossed calendars; local texts to commemorate or justify the needs of a particular 

community; world (or universal) chronicles that recounted the past starting from creation 

and attempted to reconcile ancient and contemporary traditions. Chronicles were useful 

for all types of pursuits including reinforcing community identity, legal precedent, 

establishing tradition, teaching moral lessons, and offering insight into the divine plan. In 

the Middle Ages, “history” and “chronicle” were often interchangeable. Authors who do 

distinguish between these terms usually separate them as Isidore does – chronicles are 

direct, brief, and to the point while histories are longer, more narrative, and were 

rhetorically elegant. Further distinctions can be made if chronicles are viewed as 

sequential chronologically, histories as sequential causally.40 

 Underlying the issues of genre and terminology are medieval interpretive 

strategies rooted in the Augustinian notions of signs, classical forms of learning to read 

and write, and mental exercises that related the pursuit of truth to language (oral or 

textual). Janet Coleman argues this mode of interpretation was an exercise in rhetoric and 

                                                
40 Sarah Foot, “Finding the Meaning of Form: Narrative in Annals and Chronicles,” in Writing Medieval 
History, ed. Nancy Partner (London: Hodder Arnold, 2005), 90. 
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oratory, based on Roman models set within an overarching framework of God’s divine 

plan.41 Readers bring the past continuously into the present by means of the interpretation 

of signs (i.e. memoria). This interpretive method applies as much to the genealogical lists 

of kings and glossed Easter tables of the early annalistic tradition as it does to extensively 

narrative histories.42 Coupled with modern shifts across the humanities placing language 

and linguistics at the forefront of cultural analysis, the transmission and spread of 

meaning (historical or otherwise) takes place within the “symbolic sphere of expression 

and communications.”43 This blurs the boundary between fact and fiction, history and 

literature. Medieval historians knew they were often working with incomplete 

information, and filled in the gaps with tools such as rhetorical invention (inventio) and 

constructed memory (memoria).44 Their textual constructions require a self-conscious 

recognition of context and circumstance in order to relate something of the ‘real world’ in 

their truth-claims, divine or otherwise.45 Interdisciplinarity, then, is not simply a trendy 

strategy for modern scholars but also an essential feature of the medieval mindset.  

 Mary Carruthers convincingly argues that medieval culture held memory to be a 

critical intellectual mechanism useful for tasks from basic rote recall to the preservation 

                                                
41 Janet Coleman, Ancient and Medieval Memories: Studies in the Reconstruction of the Past (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1992), 276. 
42 For the former, see e.g. London, BL Cotton Caligula MS A.xv, ff.120-153. Digitized by the British 
Library, http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=Cotton_MS_Caligula_A_XV. The text 
includes brief annalistic entries of Christ Church Canterbury, Easter tables, computational material, the 
ages of the world, and extracts from Ælfric’s De temporibus anni. Dunphy, “Annales Anglosaxonici 
breves,” in The Encyclopedia of the Medieval Chronicle, 1.54. 
43 John Toew, “Intellectual History after the Linguistic Turn: The Autonomy of Meaning and the 
Irreducibility of Experience,” American Historical Review 92, no. 4 (October 1987): 879-907; Robert Stein, 
“Literary Criticsm and the Evidence of History,” in Writing Medieval History, ed. Nancy Partner, (London: 
Hodder Arnold, 2005), 68. 
44 Roger Ray, “The Triumph of Greco-Roman Rhetorical Assumptions in pre-Carolingian Historiography,” 
in The Inheritance of Historiography 350–900, ed. Christopher Holdsworth and T.P. Wiseman (Liverpool: 
Liverpool University Press, 1986), 118-143; Justin Lake, “Truth, Plausibility, and the Virtues of Narrative 
at the Millennium,” Journal of Medieval History 35 (2009): 221-238. 
45 Otter, Inventiones: Fiction and Referentiality in Twelfth-Century English Historical Writing (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996), 1-10. 
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of tradition to memorial “places” that exist both for self and society.46 In this view, all 

texts, historical or otherwise, participate in or contribute to memory in some way. This 

included using texts to structure geographic and physical space, to develop writing that 

had a clear, individual, authorial voice, to confirm or bolster communal identity, to 

deepen and nuance literary forms through image and verse, and to re-imagine the 

progression of time.47 The concern of this dissertation, then, is not restricted to strictly 

historical works; it also includes literature, verse, epic, song, and illustration. Prologues 

are in all of these types, and can link them together, but how can a reasonable 

methodology or source list for prologues to be assembled if every text is memorial and 

every text is historical? If broad themes connect the prologues of these genres, are there 

specifics to distinguish them? Is there a perceivable historiography of the form? 

 

Steadying Prologues          

 A methodological program for prologues is difficult to establish because of their 

non-generic usage, long chronology, and the lack of extensive, serious systematic 

analysis. Western prologue studies at least date back to the fifth century BCE with 

Isocrates and Theodorus of Byzantium. Collections of prologues date at least to 

                                                
46 Mary Carruthers, The Book of Memory: A Study of Memory in Medieval Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1990). 
47 John Howe, “Creating Symbolic Landscapes: Medieval Development of Sacred Space,” in Inventing 
Medieval Landscapes: Senses of Place in Western Europe, ed. John Howe and Michael Wolfe (Gainesville: 
University of Florida Press, 2002), 208-223; Amanda Hingst, The Written World: Past and Place in the 
Work of Orderic Vitalis (South Bend, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2009); Jay Rubenstein, 
“Biography and Autobiography in the Middle Ages,” in Writing Medieval History, ed. Nancy Partner 
(London: Hodder Arnold, 2005), 53-69; Walter Goffart, The Narrators of Barbarian History (A.D. 550-
800): Jordanes, Gregory of Tours, Bede, and Paul the Deacon (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988); 
Derek Pearsall, “Towards a Poetic of Chaucerian Narrative,” in Drama, Narrative, and Poetry in the 
Canterbury Tales, ed. Wendy Harding (Toulouse: Presses universitaires du Mirail, 2003), 99–112; Meg 
Roland, “The Rudderless Boat: Fluid Time and Passionate Geography in (Hardyng’s) Chronicle and 
(Malory’s) Romance,” Arthuriana 22, no. 4 (Winter 2012): 77-93. 
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Demosthenes at the Library of Alexandria.48 Some modern editions of The Epic of 

Gilgamesh even label portions of the first tablet a “prologue.”  

 Typologies are scarce. The advice, rules, and recommendations given for 

prologues in ancient rhetorical and grammatical treatises rarely distinguish between 

genres. Even when they do, suggested changes involve altering the approach and style, 

rather than the content. The best medieval rhetoricians struggled with prologues in much 

the same way. John of Garland (c.1190-c.1270) and Conrad of Hirsau (c.1070-c.1150) 

call indeterminate introductory material an “artificial opening” (principium artificiale), 

but even the two of them have problems defining clear distinctions between the seven 

terms they use for prologues.49 

 How can prologues be approached? Fernand Braudel is most famous for his role 

in the Annales School of history that stressed long-term socio-economic analysis. “For 

me,” Braudel says,  “history is the total of all possible histories.”50 The result of this 

perspective is, for example, Braudel’s The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World 

in the Age of Philip II – two volumes and over 1,300 pages ostensibly investigating the 

Mediterranean in the latter-half of the sixteenth century.51 A Braudelian opus is arguably 

the most comprehensive strategy for prologue analysis, but a universal analysis of the 

prologue’s socio-cultural “structures” is frankly beyond the practical scope of the present 
                                                
48 H. Caplan, R.L. Enos, M. James, H. Barrett, L. Agnew, & E. Corbett. “The Classical Tradition: Rhetoric 
and Oratory.” Rhetoric Society Quarterly 27, no. 2 (Spring 1997): 13-15; Ian Worthington, “Oral 
Performance in the Athenian Assembly and the Demosthenic Prooemia,” in Oral Performance and Its 
Context, ed. C.J. Mackie (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 135. 
49 James Schultz, “Classical Rhetoric, Medieval Poetics, and the Medieval Vernacular Prologue,” Speculum 
59, no.1 (January 1984): 10-12; John of Garland, The "Parisiana poetria" of John of Garland, tr. Traugott 
Lawler (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1974), 52-56, 62; Conrad of Hirsau, Dialogus super auctores 
sive didascalon, ed. G. Schepss (Würzburg: A.Stuber Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1889), 23-24. 
50 Fernand Braudel, “History and the Social Sciences: The Longue Durée,” in On History, tr. Sarah 
Matthews (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980), 34. 
51 Fernand Braudel, The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II, tr. Sarah 
Matthews, 2 vol. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995). Originally published 1949 as La 
Méditerranée et la monde méditerranéen à l’époque de Philippe II (Paris: Armand Colin, 1949). 
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project.52 A comprehensive strategy is not necessarily an effective strategy, as some 

medieval authors recognized. Robert of Torigni (c.1110-1186), for example, purposefully 

omitted subject matter from his chronicle to make his main points more clear and precise, 

while Roger of Wendover (d.1236) said in his prologue he tried to keep his topics brief so 

as not to weary the audience with superfluous detail. On the other end of the spectrum, 

micro-history is too focused, even though it has been utilized for individual prologues in 

many modern textual editions and commentaries. What is left is the convenient (and 

medieval) moderate approach that offers remarkable case studies strung together with 

commentary, linking them to broader patterns and trends in medieval historical literature. 

Bede used this approach in De arte metrica (c.710), as did many medieval treatises that 

address literary structures, and there is no reason why this rhetorical technique is any less 

effective today. 

 Readers may question the decision to begin a dissertation that purports to be about 

the historical works of medieval England with the rhetoric of ancient Greece. This is a 

legitimate critique. Complete Greek texts (other than Timaeus) did not begin appearing in 

England until after this study ends. Prior to the thirteenth century, there is little direct 

transmission of Greek beyond alphabets, names, and important phrases.53 Medieval 

rhetorical treatises that address prologues may mention Greek authors or ideas or 

enumerate important rhetorical predecessors, but usually only in order to acquire some of 

the authority of antiquity (auctoritas antiquitatis).  

 Yet, most modern scholars, notably Tore Janson and Justin Lake, trace the roots 

of medieval prologues to ancient Greece. Rita Copeland and Ineke Sluiter similarly trace 

                                                
52 Fernand Braudel, On History, tr. Sarah Matthews (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980), 30-31. 
53 Walter Berschin, Greek Literature and the Latin Middle Ages, tr. Jerold Frakes (Washington, D.C.: 
Catholic University of America Press, 1988), 18. 
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the intellectual roots of medieval rhetoric and grammar to Ancient Greece in their 

tremendous survey of literary theory in the Middle Ages.54 This perspective is justified 

because the Greeks provided the core principles of prologue construction that were used 

throughout the Middle Ages. Prologues were (and are) supposed to be distinct from the 

main text, provide the audience sufficient information to understand the main text, and 

persuade the audience that the main text is worth reading. Greek ideas were transferred 

westward to the rest of Europe, as will be seen, by Roman intermediaries. 

 In the first half of the twentieth century, efforts to analyze medieval prologues 

were primarily concerned with connecting prologues to this classical tradition. Indeed, 

some scholars of the early twentieth century closely followed the format advocated by 

Cicero and Quintilian.55 In his survey of medieval literature, E.R. Curtius includes a brief 

section on prologues, stating that they maintained a consistent format from Cicero to the 

Age of Enlightenment and the development of the novel.56 His very brief survey spans 

less than ten pages and provides a description of major theorists and topoi, but little in the 

way of specific commentary or contextual analysis.  

 Gertrud Simon and Bernard Gunée contribute a more systematic approach to 

shaping prologues.57 They argue that medieval authors constructed their prologues 

according to a set of established topoi (or “common-places,” lieux communs, for Gunée). 

                                                
54 Rita Copeland and Ineke Sluiter, Medieval Grammar and Rhetoric: Language Arts and Literary Theory 
AD 300-1475 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009). 
55 Francis Donnelly, “A Function of the Classical Exordium,” The Classical Weekly 5, no. 26 (May 11, 
1912): 207. 
56 Curtius, European Literature, 79.  
57 See e.g., Gertrud Simon, “Untersuchungen sur Topik der Widmungsbriefe mittelalterlicher 
Gesschichtsschreiber bis zum Ende des 12. Jahrhunderts,” Archiv für Diplomatik 4 (1958): 52-119, 5-6 
(1959-1960): 73-153; Bernard Gunée, “Histoire, Mémoire, Écriture. Contribution à une Étude des lieux 
communs,” Comptes rendus des séances de l’Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres 127, no. 3 (1983): 
441-456. See also Helmut Beumann, “Topos und Gedankengefüge bei Einhard,” Archiv für 
Kulturgeshichte 33 (1951): 337-350. 
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To Simon, the conventional nature of prologues makes their topoi easy to identify, but 

this is perhaps less helpful for modern scholars who cannot readily distinguish between a 

real statement of authorial intention and a rhetorical exercise used to manipulate the 

audience. As a result, modern scholars may ignore an author’s statement of intention.58 

To Gunée, terminological tendency is a better indication of prefatory themes. Memory, in 

particular, was most important and allows modern scholars to tease authorial intention. 

Memory of authorities through quotation or paraphrase provides insight into an author’s 

intellectual background. Memories of community through reference to important local 

figures, such as saints, potentially provide insight into how an author wanted culture 

viewed or defined. The formulae of prologues, while seemingly rigid, in fact offer a fair 

amount of flexibility. 

 Tore Janson took a broad approach to prologues. In fact, his Latin Prose Prefaces 

is the only monograph that attempts a general treatment of Latin prose prologues. He 

defines a prologue as “the introductory part of a long text, where the author has not yet 

begun to treat the main subject,” but he questions whether or not using such a broad 

definition will enable him to find enough common patterns and traceable influences to 

justify a systematic study.59 R.W. Hunt used the similarities in medieval texts to organize 

his prologue types, but Janson argues that this is not enough to definitively establish an 

intellectual link between authors unless there are explicit cross-references. Medieval 

authors used authoritative names, terms, and texts to lend their own work legitimacy. A 

nagging question, though, is determining how they used these authorities – as important 

sources for ideas that influenced the content of their texts or as decorative citations used 

                                                
58 Justin Lake, Richer of Saint-Rémi: The Methods and Mentality of a Tenth-Century Historian 
(Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2013), 31. 
59 Janson, Latin Prose Prefaces, 12-13. 
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solely because of the respect they commanded?60 Janson wisely shies away from 

conclusion in this regard, and proceeds to provide a systematic treatment of Latin 

prologues and their Greek predecessors. He notes that history was the first prose genre to 

develop prologues and that historical prologues occupied a central position in classical 

research, making these prologues important for modern scholars attempting to understand 

classical knowledge.61 Janson ends his work with Gregory the Great, Jerome, and the 

Church fathers, showing that Christian writers, unlike their Roman predecessors, began to 

emphasize content more than style, particularly because they subordinated oratory to the 

divine message found in the subtext of each prologue.62 Janson’s book has provided a 

wonderful framework for this dissertation, and currently there is no better work on 

Roman prologues. 

 Alistair Minnis and SunHee Kim Gertz are the most recent scholars who have 

treated Latin prologues in a serious, systematic way. Minnis tried to expand the 

traditional definitions of accessus ad auctores established by R.W. Hunt by applying the 

broader title “academic prologues.”63 He does not subject himself to the post-modern 

literary theory that one might expect out of publications in the 1980s and 1990s, nor does 

he defer to Hunt’s positivist approach. Instead he argues for what would now be labeled 

an interdisciplinary methodology. He notes that the results of relating medieval literary 
                                                
60 Jan Ziolkowski, “Cultures of Authority in the Long Twelfth Century,” The Journal of English and 
Germanic Philology 108, no. 4 (October 2009): 421-448. 
61 Janson, Latin Prose Prefaces, 16, 64,  
62 Janson, Latin Prose Prefaces, 131-135. 
63 A.J. Minnis, “The Influence of Academic Prologues on the Prologues and Literary Attitudes of Late-
Medieval England,” Mediaeval Studies 43 (1981): 342-383; “The Accessus Extended: Henry of Ghent on 
the Transmission and Reception of Theology,” in Ad Litteram: Authoritative Texts and Their Medieval 
Readers, ed. Mark Jordan and Kent Emery (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1992), 265-326; 
Medieval Theory of Authorship (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1988), 9-72; “Latin to 
Vernacular: Academic Prologues and the Medieval French Art of Love,” in Medieval and Renaissance 
Scholarship, Proceedings of the Second European Science Foundation Workshop on the Classical 
Tradition in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, ed. Nicholas Mann and Birger Munk Olsen (Leiden: E. 
J. Brill, 1996), 153-86. 
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theory to literary practice “have been somewhat disappointing, because the sophistication 

of the practice has seemed far to outweigh that of the theory.”64 The lack of parallel 

complexity led Minnis to consider the prologues and prologue strategies of other genres 

in an attempt to better understand the literary ones. In particular, he contends that 

prologues act as a way for medieval authors to enhance their own authority (auctoritas) 

and textual presence by explicitly displaying their methods and sources to the audience.65 

In the commentary tradition, in particular, a well-defined authorial voice aided in an 

explication of the Divine.  

 Gertz argues that the creative expression of individual authors within a 

prescriptive framework enables them to participate in “metarhetorical texturing” – that is 

to provide readers with multiple interpretive levels in a similar manner to medieval 

theology’s multi-leveled exegetical techniques.66 She argues that because prologue forms 

had clearly defined and established structures, authors could deviate from the form as a 

way to nuance, alter, or critique particular ideas or themes.67 From this point of view, 

Hunt’s four types of prologues suddenly become more crucial, as patterns indicating a 

shift from type A or B to type C in medieval literature can also indicate a shift in more 

general method and theory.68 Similarly, the increasingly prominent role of the author in 

                                                
64 Minnis, “Academic Prologues,” 342. 
65 Minnis, “Accessus Extended,” 265-267, 316-317. 
66 SunHee Kim Gertz, “Rhetoric and the Prologue to Chrétien de Troyes’ Erec et Enide,” Essays in French 
Literature 25 (November 1988): 1-8; Poetic Prologues: Medieval Conversations with the Literary Past 
(Frankfurt: Klostermann, 1996); “Metarhetorical Texturing in Medieval Prologues,” Deutsche 
Vierteljahrsschrift fur Literaturwissenschaft und Geistesgeschichte 64, no. 4 (December 1990), 591-603; 
“Beginnings without End: The Prologue to John Gower’s Confessio Amantis,” in Life in Language: Studies 
in Honour of Wolfgang Kühlwein, ed. A.J. Schuth, K. Horner, and J. Weber (Trier: Wissenschaftlicher 
Verlag Trier, 2005), 329-352. See e.g. Augustine, The Literal Meaning of Genesis, tr. John Hammond 
Taylor (New York: Newman Press, 1982), 19; Henri de Lubac, Medieval Exegesis: The Four Senses of 
Scripture, tr. Mark Sebanc (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998). 
67 Gertz, “Metahistorical Texturing,” 595. 
68 R.W. Hunt, “Introduction to the ‘Artes’ in the Twelfth Century,” in The History of Grammar in the 
Middle Ages: Collected Papers, ed. G.L. Bursill-Hall (Amsterdam: John Benjamins B.V., 1980), 125-129, 
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prologues, noted by Minnis, becomes not only a literary preference, but also an indication 

of broader issues such as the divisions of knowledge and the place of the individual in 

society.69 

 Despite this research’s broad implications, much of the scholarship on prologues 

in the latter part of the twentieth century remained narrowly focused. Courtly romances, 

canon law, poetry, dramatic plays, and vernacular literature have all been subject to 

genre-restricted monographs.70 Among the medieval writers whose prologue(s) have 

received serious individual commentary are Master Eckhart (c.1260-c.1328), Henry of 

Ghent (c.1217-1293), Jacques Lefèvres d’Etaples (c.1455-1536), Bernard of Utrecht (fl. 

11th cent.), Conrad of Hirsau (c.1050-c.1170), the Pearl poet (s. xiv2/2), and John Gower 

                                                                                                                                            
categorizes academic introductions (accessus ad auctores) into four groups (A, B, C, D), all of which had 
classical origins. Types A and B are based on classical forms. Type A consists of subjects, setting, and time 
(persona, locus, tempus). This was a common type of prologue in the Middle Ages that was often an 
abbreviated version of the classical seven circumstances developed by Aristotle. Type B consists of the 
author’s life, the text’s title, the qualities of the verse, the text’s overall purpose, the number and order of 
books that comprise the text, and a summary of its contents. It derives from Servius’ (b. 360/370) fifth 
century commentary on Vergil’s Aeneid. Type C consists of the circumstances and intention of work, its 
moral utility, its order, its stylistic and didactic procedures, an inscription (synonym to titulus), and the 
branch of knowledge to which it belongs. It derived from Boethius’ commentaries on Porphyry’s (d. ca. 
305 CE) Isagoge and other philosophical texts, and eventually became the most popular form of accessus 
ad auctores by the twelfth century. Type D is a re-introduced form that took the place of Type A in the 
eleventh century, based on Boethius’ presentation of the seven circumstances in Book IV of On Different 
Topics (De topicis differentiis) with the addition of Cicero’s idea of the extrinsic and intrinsic arts. Article 
originally in Studia Mediaevalia in Honorem admodum Reverendi Patris Raymundis Josephi Martin 
(Bruges: De Tempel, 1948), 93-97. For the origins of accessus ad auctores, see Edward Quain, “The 
Medieval Accessus ad auctores,” Traditio 3 (1945): 215-264. 
69 Colin Morris, The Disovery of the Individual. Medieval Academy Reprints for Teaching (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1972, 1987), 64-95; Rita Copeland, Rhetoric, Hermeneutics, and Translation 
in the Middle Ages: Academic Traditions and Vernacular Texts (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1991), 208-212. 
70 Karina Niemeyer, “A Rhetorical Study of the Exordia of Roman Courtois” (PhD. Diss., University of 
Michigan – Ann Arbor, 1964); Robert Somerville and Bruce Brasington, ed. and tr., Prefaces to Canon 
Law Books in Latin Christianity: Selected Translation, 500-1245 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1998); Gertz, Poetic Prologues; Douglas Bruster, Prologues to Shakespeare’s Theatre: Performance and 
Liminality in Early Modern Drama (New York: Routeldge, 2004); Andrew Ade, “The Significance of the 
Prologue from Ancient to Modern Drama in France and England” (PhD. Diss., University of North 
Carolina – Chapel Hill, 2001); Deborah Losse, Sampling the Books: Renaissance Prologues and the 
French Conteurs (Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 1994).  
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(c.1300-1408).71 The texts of Ovid (c.43 BCE – 17? CE) received so many commentaries 

in the Middle Ages that their prologues became the subject of a modern monograph.72 

Prologue scholarship took advantage of the theoretical innovations that emerged during 

the “cultural turn.”73 For example, Tony Hunt shows how Roman rhetoric provides useful 

tools for analyzing Arthurian literature.74 Minnis compares the instructional prologues of 

Boethius and Remigius of Auxerre with the literary prologues of Chaucer and 

Boccaccio.75 Others, including Michael Zink and James Schultz, are more concerned with 

the development of authorial voice in high medieval literature.76 They view attempts to 

connect medieval prologues to their classical predecessors as faulty logic, arguing that 

vernacular prologues violate classical tradition as much as they follow it.77 

 The past twenty years have seen additional focused activity. Stephen Wheeler has 

expanded scholarship of the accessus ad auctores with an edition of the anonymous Clm 

19475 held at the state library of Bavaria (Bayerische Staatsbibliothek), while Richard 

                                                
71 Armand Maurer, ed. and tr., Parisian Questions and Prologues / Master Eckhart (Toronto: Pontifical 
Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1974); R.W. Hunt, “Introduction to the Artes, 85-112; Eugene F. Rice, Jr., 
The Prefatory Epistles of Jacques Lefèvre d’Etaples and Related Texts (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1972); Accessus ad Auctores. Commentum in Theodolum / Bernard d’Utrecht. Dialogus super 
auctores / Conrad d’Hirsau, ed. R.B.C. Huygens (Leiden: Brill, 1970); Maidie Hilmo, “The Image 
Controversies in Late Medieval England and the Visual Prefaces and Epilogues in the Pearl Manuscript: 
Creating a Meta-Narrative of the Spiritual Journey to the New Jerusalem,” Studies in Medieval and 
Renaissance History 16 (2001): 1-40; Gertz, Beginnings without End. 
72 Alison Goddard Eliot, “Accessus ad auctores: Twelfth-Century Introductions to Ovid,” Allegorica 5 
(1980): 5-48; Gustavus Przychocki, Accessus Ovidiani, Rozprawy Akademii Umiejetności, Wydział 
Filologiczny (Dissertations of the Polish Academy of Sciences, Philological Section), Ser. 3, no. 4 (1911): 
65-126.  
73 For a general overview, see Volker Depkat, “The ‘Cultural Turn’ in German and American 
Historiography,” Amerikastudien/American Studies 54, no. 3 (2009): 425-450; Peter Burke, What Is 
Cultural History? (Malden, MA: Polity Press, 2008). 
74 Tony Hunt, “The Rhetorical Background to the Arthurian Prologue: Tradition and the Old French 
Vernacular Prologues,” Forum for Modern Language Studies 6, no. 4 (1972): 320-344; “Chriétien’s 
Prologues Reconsidered,” in Conjunctures: Medieval Studies in Honor of Douglas Kelly, ed. Keith Busby 
and Norric Lacy (Amsterdam: Rodopi B.V., 1994), 153-156. 
75 A.J. Minnis, Medieval Theory of Authorship. 
76 Michael Zink, La Subjectivité littéraire (Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 1985); James Schultz, 
“Classical Rhetoric, Medieval Prologues,” 1-15. 
77 Losse, 19 
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Sharpe has attempted to tackle the frustrating issue of text titles (tituli) for medieval 

manuscripts.78 Andrew Ade focused on the development of dramatic prologues from 

antiquity to early modern England and France.79  

 Other notable scholarship on prologues includes the works of Hubert Silvestre, 

Hennig Brinkmann, and Samuel Jaffe.80 The 1998 conference hosted by the Academia 

Belgica and École française de Rome was devoted specifically to medieval prologues. 

Notable contributions include the scholarship of Michele Parisse, who explains the 

purpose of prologues in diplomatic charters in the tenth and eleventh centuries, 

identifying the themes and formulae of charter prologues as the same as those found in 

other types of medieval literature. Pascale Bourgain argues that – although much of early 

medieval literature includes history and historical themes – authors in more narrative 

texts did not have as great of a need for prologues because the entertaining aspects of a 

text should be obvious if it is well constructed. Later, though literature began including 

more prologues, prologue structure was not clearly formulated in any particular text. This 

variability indicates a self-reflective approach on the techniques of composition and 

communication.81 

                                                
78 Accessus ad Auctores: Medieval Introductions to the Authors (Codex Latinus Monacensis 19475), ed. 
and tr. Stephen Wheeler (Kalamazoo, MI: Medieval Institute Publications, 2015). The Bavarian State 
Library has digitized this manuscript, http://daten.digitale-
sammlungen.de/~db/0003/bsb00034653/images/index.html?id=00034653andgroesser=andfip=xsweayaeay
aeayaeayaqrsyztsxdsydenfsdrandno=1andseite=1, accessed September 28, 2016; Richard Sharpe, Titulus. 
Identifying Medieval Latin Texts. An Evidence-Based Approach (Leiden: Brepols, 2003). 
79 Ade, Prologue from Ancient to Modern Drama. 
80 Hubert Silvestre, “Le schema ‘moderne’ des accessus,” Latomus 16 (1957): 684-689; Hennig 
Brinkmann, “Der Prolog im Mittelalter als literarische Erscheinung: Bau und Aussage,” Wirkendes Wort 14 
(1964): 1-21; Samuel Jaffe, “Gottfried von Straßburg and the Rhetoric of History,” in Medieval Eloquence: 
Studies in the Theory and Practice of Medieval Rhetoric, ed. James Murphy (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1978): 288-318; Jacqueline Hamesse, ed., Les prologues médiévaux  
Actes du Colloque international organisé par l'Academia Belgica et l'Ecole française de Rome avec le 
concours de la F.I.D.E.M. (Rome, 26-28 mars 1998) (Leiden: Brepols, 2000). 
81 Jacqueline Hamesse, ed. Les Prologues Médiévaux: Actes du Colloque international organisé par 
l’Academie Belgica et l’École français de Rome avec le concours de la F.I.D.E.M. (Turnhout: Brepols, 
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 Two chapter-length studies deserve special mention because they directly address 

the historiographic material that governs this dissertation. No treatment of English 

historiography is complete without a reference to Antonia Gransden. In Legends, 

Traditions and History in Medieval England, Gransden includes a chapter on twelfth-

century English historical prologues.82 As always, her breakdown of historical texts is 

precise and detailed, listing general trends and prominent deviations from them. She 

argues that historical prologues should not be dismissed as “mere verbiage.”83 Medieval 

authors were aware of the conventions of their time, when they deviated from those 

norms they often signaled it. Gransden’s focus, though, is completely on Latin-language 

history. John Spence addresses vernacular chronicles in his recent work, Reimagining 

History in Anglo-Norman Prose Chronicles.84 He specifically focuses on the humility 

topos common in many medieval prologues, historical or otherwise. Vernacular 

chronicles, however, often did not use this topos. In fact, they do the opposite, claiming 

authority for themselves, both morally and literarily. This “rhetoric of confidence” 

provided authors opportunities to make more provocative claims in their narrative and 

show self-conscious authorship. 

 

Scope of the Dissertation 
 
 To sum up, there is still much to learn about prologues. The generic forms are 

flexible, the application of critical theory is imprecise at best, and modern scholarship has 

                                                                                                                                            
2000); Claire Barbetti, Ekphrastic Medieval Vision: A New Discussion in Interarts Theory (New York: 
Palgrave MacMillan, 2011), 105-107. 
82 Antonia Gransden, “Prologues in the Historiography of Twelfth-Century England,” in Legends, 
Traditions and History in Medieval England (London: The Hambledon Press, 1992), 125-152. 
83 Gransden, “Prologues,” 129. 
84 John Spence, “The Rhetoric of Confidence in the Prologues to Anglo-Norman Prose Chronicles,” in 
Reimagining History in Anglo-Norman Prose Chronicles (York: York Medieval Press, 2013), 26-39. 
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largely avoided systematic analysis except in genre specific studies. There is a place for a 

general survey of prologues in the Latin West, looking toward the use of historical 

prologues of high medieval England. Nearly every medieval and early modern genre 

study starts with Aristotle and the Greek rhetoricians, moves on to Cicero and the 

Romans, then narrows its focus to whatever genre and source base is stated in the title.  In 

this regard, the structure of this dissertation is no different. Focusing on historical 

prologues in particular, though, allows for some interesting insights. The importance of 

memory and memorialization in medieval culture established in part by historical works, 

coupled with these texts lying somewhere between history (facta) and literature (fabula) 

allows for a focused analysis leading to broader conclusions.85 Historical prologues 

provide an avenue to investigate authorial voice and intention based on literary theory, 

they reinforce ideas of communal identity by establishing or reaffirming custom and 

tradition, and they offer insight into the medieval construction of the world, time, and 

space based on theology and Biblical exegesis. 

 The difficult task of this dissertation is addressing all of these concurrent and 

convergent issues.  First and foremost, to my knowledge there has never been any survey 

of medieval prologue theory, nor has there been any detailed study of medieval historical 

prologues. Modern scholarship has investigated and analyzed the sub-text of histories and 

their prologues instead of the stated goals of the authors – the cultural turn playing a 

significant role in this.86 Prologues were often dismissed as convention or imitatio, 

                                                
85 Martin Kusch, “Reflexivity, Relativism, Microhistory: Three Desiderata for Historical Epistemologies,” 
Erkenntis 75, no. 3 (November 2011): 483-494. 
86 Suzanne Reynolds, Medieval Readings: Grammar, Rhetoric, and the Classical Text (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1994), 121-134. A brief attempt has been made in Christopher Freeman, “The 
Figure of a Hero: Reading Metaphor in the ‘New History’ of the Twelfth-Century” (PhD. Diss., University 
of Minnesota, 2007), Ch. 9, p. 164-274. 
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allowing scholars to group them together and recognize patterns, but ignoring the 

privileged status given to prologues in the process of literary creation.87 Prologues were 

considered a place of self-expression and for the explication of authorial intention. Any 

imitations or conventions used were thus not just following a formula, but participating in 

a continually reassessed historical tradition, claiming their own place amongst it. 

 Any cursory survey of historical prologues reveals a constant recitation of 

classical names and texts. Again, no scholar has been willing to investigate whether these 

references were mere lip service, or if the principles and structures of the figures cited 

played a role in the constructed history. In most cases, the influence and connections 

between classical historical prologues and medieval historical prologue are clear in 

method, structure, and content. Of course, the self-expressed purpose of history changed 

over time, but the rhetorical strategies used in prologues to connect author and audience 

remained consistent. 

 Lastly, the choice of England as the culmination of this survey is at once practical 

and arbitrary. It is arbitrary because the ideas established in the first three chapters can be 

applied to any place and time in the medieval West as the influence of authoritative 

classical ideas was not restricted to particular locations. Even in the Middle Ages, the 

spread of ideas was not restricted to geographically proximate intellectual circles, but 

spread organically and quickly with the Church as a conveyor of texts and knowledge.88 

It is practical as this dissertation began as a project on collective identity in medieval 

                                                
87 Martin Stephens, “The Performing Self in Twelfth-Century Culture,” Viator 9 (1978): 199. 
88 John Murdoch and Edith Sylla, “Introduction,” in The Cultural Context of Medieval Learning: 
Proceedings of the First International Colloquium on Philosophy, Science, and Theology in the Middle 
Ages – September 1973, ed. Murdoch and Sylla (Boston: D. Reidel Publishing Company, 1975), 1-33. 
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England, making is easy to choose a geographic and chronologic data set to prove the 

continuity with the first three chapters. 

 

Summary of Chapters 
 
 Chapter one surveys the ancient history of prologues. It covers the theory and 

methods of major figures including Aristotle, Cicero, and Quintilian, followed by notable 

prologue examples from authors such as Demosthenes, Herodotus, Livy, and Tacitus. 

The primary purpose of this chapter is to introduce the definitions and structural 

standards that remained consistent through the medieval period. Establishing this 

continuity helps to justify the deference of medieval prologues to the authority of 

antiquity (auctoritas antiquitatis) and their claims to reflect ancient tradition. Of 

particular note are arguments that prologues are useful in any text, which show the 

meshed relationship of oral and written communication. The core principles of prologues 

to prepare and persuade by making the audience benevolent, attentive, and docile can be 

accomplished using a variety of methods and structures.   

 Chapter two covers prologues in late antiquity, focusing on the Western Christian 

traditions, though there is one diversion into the Hermogenean corpus in the Greek east 

because of his influence on late medieval and early modern writers.89 At issue is the 

direct continuation of the ancient Greek and Roman traditions within an emergent body 

of Christian theology. It includes the development of the commentary tradition, which 

reassessed ancient rhetorical ideas and techniques, as well as the grammatical tradition 

that updated method and theory that resulted from reassessment. The prologues of early 

                                                
89 See Annabel Patterson, Hermogenes and the Renaissance: Seven Ideas of Style (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1970). 
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Christian historians such as Eusebius/Jerome are contrasted to those of secular, Roman 

writers such as Eutropius and Festus, revealing concerns about establishing a broadly 

based Christian community and preserving the declining Roman civilization. 

 Chapter three covers prologue theory in the Middle Ages. The assembled 

knowledge of the rhetorical, commentary, grammatical, and historical traditions covered 

in the first two chapters develops into the encyclopedic tradition, which attempted to 

organize and categorize received knowledge from the ancient world. Some, such as 

Isidore of Seville, acted primarily as compilers whiles others, such as Cassiodorus, 

attempted to interpret and synthesize this knowledge for a Christian audience. At the 

same time, continued interest in the ancient past resulted in more reassessment through 

the commentary tradition and unique texts such as Anselm of Besate’s Rhetorimachia. 

This resulted in discussion and debate amongst medieval writers, and eventually resulted 

in a splintering of texts into specific prescriptive categories. As a result, subjects such as 

letter-writing and preaching devised their own strategies for prologue construction. 

Nevertheless, the core concepts of prologues established in chapter one remained 

consistent. The historians in the next two chapters used these ideas to influence the 

construction of their own prologues, shaping their portrayals of the past. 

 Chapter four covers historical prologues in medieval England. It is oddly 

structured, as it includes a section on historical prologues before the conquest, local 

history, and secular biography. This is purposeful. First, it shows that composed 

prologues continue to remain consistent with prescriptive theory, and this theory was still 

connected to an ancient tradition. Second, it is logically consistent with medieval English 

writers, who were concerned about the past, and specifically England’s earliest medieval 
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histories. Third, English people were not just concerned with their status as “English” or 

“British,” but also their position in particular regions, localities, and institutions. An 

author’s intended audience and purpose are often specified in prologues in order to make 

the audience more amenable. Thus, historical prologues are a tremendous resource that 

reveals information about the various communities of the author and his audience. 

 Chapter five covers historical prologues in medieval English histories that can be 

considered “national.” The definition of “English” had to be repeatedly reassessed in 

medieval England. Germanic peoples, Vikings, Normans, and native peoples all 

converged in a mish-mash of culture. In the latter half of the eleventh and twelfth 

centuries the Normans, as the elite group in power, had a vested interest in linking 

themselves with the communities they ruled. At the same time, local communities had a 

vested interest in maintaining a cultural link to the past that allowed them to preserve 

rights and privileges in the present, both temporal and spiritual. As a result, English 

historians were critically concerned both with community representation and the 

perception of the past. Again, for modern scholars prologues are revealed to be the best 

place to find direct discussion of these important issues.  

 

Conventions Followed in this Dissertation 
 
 Readers will note each chapter begins with an epigraph from late medieval 

England. As shown below, prologue theory suggests starting with an authoritative or 

popular quotation at the beginning of your composition both to impress the audience with 

your erudition and to show that the ideas to be presented are not based on faulty 

reasoning. One of my primary arguments is that English communities were critically 
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concerned with past, both recent and ancient. They place arguments for their role in the 

historical process in their prologues, and then attempt to prove them through the narrative 

process. These arguments cannot be static, and must be continually reassessed because of 

a constantly shifting present that had to interpret remnants of the past through memory 

and signs of the future through expectation.90 The central chronological focus of this 

dissertation is medieval England. The first two chapters cover the ‘memory’ of prologues, 

in which the epigraphs serve to remind the modern reader where the earlier medieval 

audience was looking, and where later medieval audiences would go. They document the 

continuous reassessment of the past adapted to current needs, even beyond the 

chronological scope of the present dissertation. They also document the core set of 

principles established at the beginning of the timeline. The epigraphs are intended to 

highlight and illustrate this long-term continuity. 

 Because of the wide range of primary sources in a number of languages, I have 

used modern English titles for the texts cited below, except in cases where the original 

language title is standard or more well-known than its modern English translation, such 

as Rhetorica ad Herennium. All manuscript citations follow a standard format that cites 

geographic and institutional location, collection, and folio numbers when relevant.  

Unless otherwise noted or specified, all transcriptions and translations from these sources 

are my own. Lastly, ancient and medieval authors used a number of terms for prefatory 

material in this dissertation: in general, I use only “prologue” in my translations, varying 

only when the sources themselves make a particular distinctions between terms. Finally, 

                                                
90 Augustine, Confessions, tr. Henry Chadwick (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), XI.xx, xxxiii-
xxvi; Dean Zimmerman, “The Privileged Present: Defending an ‘A-Theory’  of Time,” in Contemporary 
Debates in Metaphysics, ed. Theodore Sider, John Hawthorne, and Dean Zimmerman (Malden, MA: 
Wiley-Blackwell, 2007), 211-225. 



Texas Tech University, Lane J. Sobehrad, August 2017 

 35 

to help reduce the loss of meaning in translation, key terms have been parenthetically 

added where appropriate.
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CHAPTER I 
 

THE ANCIENT PROLOGUE TRADITION 
 
Of them that written ous before 
The bookes dwelle, and we therefore 
Been taught of that was write [right] though: 
Forthi good is that we also 
In our time among ous hiere 
Do write of newe some matierial, 
Essampled of these olde ways, 
So that it might in such a ways, 
When we been dead and elsewhere, 
Believe to the worldes ear 
In time commende after this.1 
 
 John Gower’s late fourteenth-century Middle English Confessio Amantis 

discusses how a courtly lover can be a good Christian, establishing how to do this 

through the confessional storytelling efforts of the protagonist Amans, an ageing courtier 

who has been unlucky in love. Gower directly addresses the audience in his prologue, 

exemplifying the impact that historical writing had on medieval English people’s 

perceptions of the past. He uses historical representation and narrative embodiment to 

situate the reader in the social and cultural milieu of the poem. Tales from long ago 

“forge identities,” bridging the gap between cultural past and future, prompting readers to 

explore Gower’s ideas and themes, and to apply them to their own perceptions of self and 

society. Gower believed that the past could teach profound lessons. To have “Ben tawht 

of that” by those “Of them that written ous before” refers not only to his more recent 

medieval English and Christian forebears, but also to the classical, pagan writers of 

                                                
1 Bold letters are my changes. John Gower, Confessio Amantis, ed. Russell A. Peck, tr. Andrew Galloway 
(Kalamazoo, MI: Medieval Institute Publications, 2000), Prologue, ll. 1-11. 
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Greek and Roman antiquity.2 Indeed, in Confessio Amantis Gower is one of the first 

writers to use the word “history” (histoire) in something resembling its modern English 

spelling and pronunciation. He implicitly refers to its derivation from the Latin “historia” 

and the Greek “ἱστορία,” which originally meant something like “knowledge obtained by 

inquiry.”3 Yet no straight or obvious route backwards in time connects Gower to the 

ancient Greeks, and his understanding of “history” might not necessarily be the same. 

History in the Middle Ages was originally salvation history, meant to teach a lesson 

inspired by something divine. The divine revelations experienced through reading and 

investigating texts could change, depending upon the time, place, context, and personality 

of the audience. The author’s job was to communicate a potentially divine message as 

clearly as possible to his audience. To do this he could use whatever resources were 

available. The best sources to use to justify an argument were those considered authentic 

and authoritative. To ensure his audience understands his divine aspirations, Gower uses 

the opening prologue quoted in the epigraph above to explain his inspirations and 

purposes and to foreshadow his main narrative.  

 In Confessio Amantis Gower’s prologue embodies centuries’ of literary tradition 

and development. Its original classical rhetorical structure was adapted by medieval 

writers to suit their own needs. Gower, for example, uses the moral lessons of classical 

                                                
2 Lynn Shutters, “Classical Pagans and Their Christian Readers in John Gower’s Confessio Amantis,” 
Chaucer Review 48, no. 1 (2013): 38-65. 
3 Gower, Confessio Amantis, VI.1383. He likely borrowed this from a mish-mash of Old English and 
Anglo-Norman usages. Peck, Confessio Amantis, 5; Peter Damian-Grint, “Estoire as a Word and Genre,” 
Medium Aevum 66 (1997): 198; "history, n." OED Online. June 2015. Oxford University Press. 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/87324?rskey=fniCM8andresult=1, accessed July 16, 2015. For a 
discussion of the relationship between memory and history, see Augustine of Hippo, Confessions, tr. R.S. 
Pine-Coffin (New York: Penguin, 1961), 207-280; Hugh of St. Victor, “De tribus maximis circumstantiis 
gestorum,” ed. William M. Green, Speculum 18 (1943): 484-493; and Boncompagno da Signa, “On 
Memory,” in The Medieval Craft of Memory: An Anthology of Texts and Pictures, ed. Mary Carruthers and 
Jan Ziolkowski (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2002), 103-118. 
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antiquity to suit the Christian needs of Amans and the other characters. Long before and 

after Gower, medieval authors employed prologues to distill their main ideas and offer 

their audiences immediate reference points to return to as they read the main texts. 

Prologues establish a defined space within which audiences can explicitly interact with 

authors’ ideas and themes. In historical works, authors communicate more complex 

arguments by providing prologues that discuss philosophical, historical, social, and 

political ideas that the main text does not overtly address.  

This chapter explores how the classical Greeks and Romans developed the 

prologue. Aristotle (c.384-322 BCE) is the only extant Greek author who substantially 

discusses prologue theory and methodology. However, his ideas have many parallels, 

including examples in the poetry of Homer, the history of Herodotus (c.484-c.425 BCE), 

and the speeches of Demosthenes (384-322 BCE). Greek rhetorical theory is philosophic, 

logical, and moral in tone and content. Its Roman counterpart, on the other hand, has a 

more pragmatic tone reflective of legal treatises.4 Because of this and a larger extant body 

of sources, more Roman texts discuss prologues. Cicero (106-43 BCE), Quintilian (c.35-

c.100 CE), and the author of Rhetorica ad Herennium (c.80s CE) became the most 

popular Roman rhetorical authors in the Middle Ages. Both the Greeks and the Romans 

were prescriptive in their rhetorical goals, that is, they presented sets of rules they 

generally agreed characterized the best speeches, poems, and historical narratives. These 

rules not only help establish patterns for historical prologues, but also offer ways to show 

the continuity of prologue theory over time. 

 

 
                                                
4 James J. Murphy, Rhetoric in the Middle Ages, 42. 
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The Greek Prologue Tradition 
        

Up through the thirteenth century, knowledge of classical Greek prologues was 

largely limited to the references extant in Roman texts. For Roman and modern (but not 

medieval) scholars, the most comprehensive coverage of classical Greek prologues can 

be found in rhetorical treatises. Aristotle provides the best explanation of method and 

theory, but does not clarify whether he is establishing or codifying the form of the 

prologue. In either case, the guidelines he lays out influenced literary genres from 

speeches to history to drama. Roman writers updated these methods and exempla to suit 

their own purposes. In Rhetorica ad Herennium, the author cites two Greek etymological 

roots of the word “prologue.” The first is Prooimion, which the author states is the 

equivalent to the Latin prooemium or principium. In On Invention (De Inventione) Cicero 

does not use prooemium, opting instead for exordium. However, both texts distinguish 

between prologues that are direct (principium) and subtle (insinuatio), a division 

addressed in the second part of this chapter. In the next century, Quintilian, uses all three 

words, saying, “What in Latin is called prologue or exordium, the Greeks more 

reasonably seem to have named preface.”5 He, too, distinguishes between direct and 

subtle approaches.  

Books I-II in Aristotle’s Rhetoric define rhetoric, establish its purpose, discuss its 

various types, address its three means of persuasion, and define three types of public 

speaking. Book III tackles issues of oratorical style as well as organization, constituent 

components, and parts of speech. In the first book, Aristotle compares rhetoric to 

                                                
5 Quintilian, The Institutio Oratoria of Quintilian, tr. Donald Russell, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 2001), IV.xlii: “Quod principium Latine vel exordium dicitur, maiore quadam 
ratione Graeci videntur prohoemium nominasse [emphasis mine].” 
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dialectic, stating that both answer questions and solve problems.6 The major difference 

between the two is that while dialectic can be applied to any object (practical or 

philosophical), rhetoric is best applied in practical situations and for public matters. More 

specifically, Aristotle argues that dialectic can be used generally to examine and discuss 

opposing ideas in the pursuit of truth. There are no other concerns for the dialectic 

beyond the rational arguments and proofs used to justify or disprove these opposing 

ideas. Rhetoric, on the other hand, has a few more rules, though its ultimate goal of 

pursuing truth is the same as dialectic’s. Rhetoric is best used in practical and public 

matters and takes into account such things as the credibility of the speaker, the emotional 

state of the audience, and the best method to persuade the audience towards a particular 

point of view. Aristotle describes three basic types of rhetoric that use different methods 

to attempt to persuade an audience: deliberative rhetoric seeks to persuade the audience 

to action; forensic rhetoric identifies justice or injustice; and epideictic rhetoric praises or 

blames something. Whatever the method, rhetoric is ultimately meant to persuade. Book 

III, in particular, discusses strategies a speaker can use to sway an audience.7  

 It is in his Book III that we find Aristotle’s description of a prologue. He begins 

by saying that Books I and II did a sufficient job describing “a supply of things to say, 

but it is also necessary to say it in the right way, and this contributes much toward the 

                                                
6 Aristotle, Aristotle On Rhetoric: A Treatise on Civic Discourse, tr. George A. Kennedy (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1991), I.i-ii. 
7 There is, unsurprisingly, a large area of debate in Aristotelian scholarship surrounding the purpose of 
rhetoric. See e.g. Oscar L. Brownstein, “Aristotle and the Rhetorical Process,” in Rhetoric: A Tradition in 
Transition: In Honor of Donald C. Bryant, ed. Walter Fisher and Donald Cross Bryant (East Lansing, MI: 
Michigan State University Press, 1974); G.A. Kennedy, On Rhetoric, especially his Introduction and 
Supplementary Essays; Améliw Oksenberg Rorty, ed., Essays on Aristotle’s Rhetoric (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1996); Alan Gross and Arthur Walzer, ed., Rereading Aristotle’s Rhetoric (Carbondale, 
IL: Southern Illinois University Press, 2000); Christopher Shields, The Oxford Handbook of Aristotle 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012). 
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speech seeming to have a certain quality.”8 Book III systematically analyzes the parts of a 

speech from beginning to end. Section xiii begins a discussion of the basic components of 

a speech, which are, of course, the same needed for a dialectic or rhetorical argument: 

“So the necessary parts of a speech are the statement of the case and proof. These 

divisions are appropriate to every speech, and at the most the parts are four in number – 

exordium [προοίµιον], statement, proof, epilogue.”9 Later in the section Aristotle notes 

that this division came from “Theodorus and his school,” a reference to an established 

rhetorical tradition that is based on Plato’s Phaedrus:  

 Phaedrus: A great many things remain, Socrates, the things that are written in the 
 books on rhetoric. 
 
 Socrates: Thank you for reminding me. You mean that there must be an 
 introduction [προοίµιον] first, at the beginning of the discourse…the great 
 Byzantian word-maker also speaks... 
 
 Phaedrus: You mean the excellent Theodorus.10  
 
 In Section xiv Aristotle defines a prologue, provides its purpose, gives its various 

forms, addresses stylistic and organizational concerns, and offers illustrative examples. 

The basic purposes of the prologue are that it begins a rhetorical composition, regardless 

of genre, and prepares the audience for the main section of the narrative. Everything else 

involved in the construction of a prologue is conditional. The necessary preparation 

depends upon the type of composition being made, and Aristotle uses different prologue 

                                                
8 Aristotle, On Rhetoric, III.i.2 (italics mine). 
9 Aristotle, On Rhetoric, III.xiii.4. 
10 Plato, Phaedrus, tr. Robin Waterfield (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 226D-227A. Theodorus 
of Byzantium (fl. c. 5th cent. BCE) was an early sophist and contributed to the development of rhetoric. 
Aristotle also mentions Theodorus in the last section of On Sophistical Refutations. He is cited elsewhere in 
Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers, ed. and tr. R.D. Hicks (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1925), I.16, II.102, but not to be confused with Theodorus the Atheist (c.340-c.250 BCE) described 
elsewhere in Book II of the same work, as well as in Dionysius of Halicarnassus, “First Letter to 
Ammaeus,” in Critical Essays, ed. and tr. Stephan Usher (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1985), 
II:§2; Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, III.i.11; and Cicero, “Brutus,” in Brutus. Orator, ed. and tr. G.L. 
Hendrickson and H.M. Hubbell (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1939), §48. 
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terminology to help distinguish these types. For speeches, he uses prooimion, for poetry 

and plays prologos (πρóλογος), and for music proaulion (προαύλιον).11 

 Aristotle divides prooimion between the epideictic and forensic approaches. In 

epideictic speeches Aristotle writes that speakers ought to create their prologues using the 

same methods he presents in his discussion on rhetorical theory.12 Recall that epideictic 

speeches, such as a eulogy, are meant to be demonstrative. Engaging the audience 

appropriately is critical if the speech is going to succeed. Because of this, and unlike 

Aristotle’s other types of prologues, epideictic prologues may or may not directly address 

the same topics as the main texts of their speeches. This decision is left up to the authors 

based on the overall purpose of the speech, their oratorical styles, and the temperaments 

of the audiences. For forensic speeches, Aristotle argues that, like the prologues in epic 

poems, tragedies, and comedies, they should provide a “sneak-peek” of the main subject 

so that the audience knows what to expect.13 A preview or synopsis of the main argument 

is more appropriate in a forensic speech because its purpose is to ask the audience to 

make a decision about argument(s) being presented, such as legal arguments. 

 Both epideictic and forensic prologues should be used to put audiences in a 

favorable disposition to hear speeches, perhaps even to enrapture them.14 For Aristotle, 

this preparation is critical because “the most necessary and specific function of the 

                                                
11 “Proaulion” in modern usage is an art and architectural term referring specifically an entryway into a 
court or church. However, it descended from the Greek into Latin more appropriately as “praeludium.” For 
example, early Italian scholars used variations of “ricercata” in translations of Aristotle and their own 
compositional works, which corresponds to the Latin “praeludium.” See Warren Kirkendale, “Ciceronians 
versus Aristotelians on the Ricercar as Exordium, from Bembo to Bach,” Journal of the American 
Musicological Society 32, no. 1 (Spring 1979): 2-5. 
12 He lists five goals: (1) praise, (2) blame, (3) exhortation, (4) dissuasion, (5) appeal to audience. 
13 Aristotle discusses this briefly in Poetics, ed. and tr. Leonardo Tarán and Dimitri Gutas (Leiden: Brill, 
2012), 1449a, 1452b, stating the origin of prologues in dramatic literature is unknown, but this is not really 
important because they are a necessary component of good drama. 
14 Aristotle, Rhetoric, III.xiv.7-8, 431. 
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prooemion is this: to make clear what is the ‘end’ for which the speech [is being 

given].”15 If audiences are not receptive, they will misunderstand the purposes of 

speeches, defeating the core rhetorical goal of persuasion and the dialectic pursuit of 

truth. Speakers persuade most effectively by talking about things that (in wonderfully 

vague language) “because the subject is unimportant, means nothing to them personally, 

[or] is distressing.”16 Authors may simply provide a summary of the subject if audiences 

are judged to be unable or unwilling to listen, but Aristotle seems inclined to attempt to 

persuade audiences, in any case, since a prologue “is necessary to attack or absolve and 

to amplify or minimize” particular topics, “since the speech seems carelessly done if it 

does not have one.”17 

 Since rhetoric is Aristotle’s ostensible topic, he does not write much in his 

Rhetoric about dramatic prologos or musical proaulion. However, even in his Poetics, his 

treatise that does explicitly address dramatic composition and exposition, he includes 

only a few lines about prologues, saying, “A prologue is the whole of that part of a 

tragedy which precedes the entrance of the chorus.”18 Unfortunately Aristotle’s Poetics is 

the most substantial extant treatise on classical Greek dramatic theory. Scholars must fill 

the gaps by looking at surviving plays. Aristotle’s brief lines do little to distinguish 

between rhetorical and dramatic prologues, but because he equates forensic prologues to 

dramatic prologues, he implies that they have similar rhetorical functions and narrative 

purposes. In addition, he asserts “The prelude is like the exordium of epideictic speeches; 

for as flute-players begin by playing whatever they can execute skillfully and attach it to 

                                                
15 Aristotle, Rhetoric, III.xiv.6. 
16 Aristotle, Rhetorica, III.xiv.7. 
17 Aristotle, Rhetoric, III.xiv.12. 
18 Aristotle, Poetics, 1452b. 
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the key-note, so also in epideictic speeches should be the composition of the exordium.”19 

This observation touches on the important introductory function of the prooimion and 

equates its function with that of a proaulion.20  

 Aristotle’s terminology for prologues thus seems more intended to distinguish 

between the genre and category of compositions in toto than to distinguish between 

distinct prefatory constructions. However, in whatever capacity prologues appear, they 

always seem to serve the same general function by acting as the first part of the narrative 

and introducing and/or preparing the audience for what comes next through persuasive 

language, whether by flute-playing, pandering to audiences in a public setting, or laying 

out a philosophical framework. Anaximenes of Lampsacus (c.380-c.320 BCE, his 

Rhetoric to Alexander was previously misattributed to Aristotle) supports a similar idea 

that prologues, whatever their contexts, should function to introduce, prepare, and 

persuade audiences. It is up to the author/composer/poet to judge what is necessary and 

appropriate. A common way for speakers and authors to accomplish this goal is to state 

the topic simply, encourage the audience to pay attention, and laud the abilities of the 

speaker or author.21 

 

Homer, Demosthenes, Herodotus, and Thucydides    
   
 Aristotle defined the form of the prologue. However, was he codifying Greek 

literary conventions or creating conventions of his own? This question involves not only 

when prologues appeared but also when they became a distinct literary form. That 

                                                
19 Aristotle, Rhetoric, III.xiv.1. 
20 Joel Bebanu, “Shakespeare and the Rhetorical Tradition: Toward Defining the Concept of an ‘Opening’,” 
Rhetoric Review 32, no. 1 (2013): 32. 
21 David Bain, Actors and Audience: A Study of Asides and Related Conventions in Greek Drama (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1987), 189. 
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Aristotle was recording convention is suggested by the similarities between his and 

Anaximenes definition of prologue, along with the latter’s reference to Plato and the 

originators of Greek rhetorical strategies, as well as to his statement in Poetics that the 

origins of prologues are unknown.22 Indeed, Aristotle likely started in the same place that 

Quintilian suggests in his Institutions of Oratory (Institutio Oratoria): that is, students 

should begin their studies “by reading Homer and Vergil,”23 and more specifically they 

should write by offering a “brief and lucid summary of the matter on which he is called 

upon to pronounce (Homer and Vergil do this in the Prooemia of their poems).”24 In fact, 

Quintilian goes so far to assert “And did he [Homer] not – I will not say ‘observe,’ but 

‘establish’ the rules of Prooemia in the first few lines of each of his two works?”25 

Horace, too, in The Art of Poetry says that following the tradition of the Muses is good, 

and Homer is a great guide.26 Aristotle, familiar with Homer, likely looked to him as an 

early inspirtation for prologue writing. While Homer did not construct a prologue that 

strictly adheres to standard Greek convention, he does use prefatory phrasing that meets 

its broader rhetorical purposes. This is a common and expected feature in ancient Greek 

epic poetry, and serves a number of functions, not the least of which is building dramatic 

tension and meeting audience expectations. Homer seeks to prepare and entice his 

                                                
22 The earliest reference to prologos is in Aristophanes’ Frogs (ll. 1119-1250), but as in Aristotle’s works it 
appears to have already been convention at the time. Themistius says (Oration 26, §316) that Aristotle 
attributes the creation of the prologue to Thespis, but there is no mention of Thespis in the relevant sections 
of either Rhetoric or Poetics, calling this citation into doubt. See Themistius, The Private Orations of 
Themistius, ed. and tr. Robert J. Panella (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), 146; Boris 
Dunsch, “Prologue(s) and Prologi,” in The Oxford Handbook of Greek and Roman Comedy, ed. Michael 
Fontaine and Adele Scafuro (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 501; Oliver Taplin, The Stagecraft of 
Aeschylus: The Dramatic Use of Exits and Entrances in Greek Tragedy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1977), 62. 
23 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, I.8.5. 
24 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, IV.1.34. 
25 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, X.1.48. 
26 Horace, The Art of Poetry, ll. 159-172, tr. James Hynd, in The Art of Poetry, ed. Burton Raffel (Albany: 
State University of New York Press, 1974), 35. 
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audience.27 Fundamentally, a Greek epic prologue in the Homeric tradition is supposed to 

invoke the Muses, summarize the epic, and establish a starting point, a list that also meets 

all of Aristotle’s criteria for a rhetorical prologue. 28 Thus, although modern scholars can 

reasonably agree with Aristotle that origins of the prologue remain unknown, we can find 

predecessors as far back as Homer. 

 The epic poet also serves to display an overlap in the use of prologues. Homer 

hints at and Aristotle dissects a type of prologue followed by virtually all genres of 

surviving Greek literature.29 Demosthenes (384-322 BCE), one of the greatest Athenian 

orators, left us with a collection of fifty-five prologues from his speeches in the 

Assembly.30 Here he follows the same rhetorical conventions explained by Aristotle and 

used by his contemporaries. Although his prologues have never been subject to a 

dedicated study in the English language, their most recent translator did not cross-

reference the themes and language of the prologues because he concluded that an 

unwieldy number of notes would have resulted from such a project.31 This suggests that 

there was a certain uniformity in the construction and function of the prologue in ancient 

Greece, further supported by the way that many of the prologues appear to have been 

composed independently from his other extant speeches. This implies that one type of 

                                                
27 James Redfield, “The Proem of the Iliad: Homer’s Art,” Classical Philology 74, no. 2 (Apr. 1979): 95-
98. 
28 B.A. van Groningen, “The proems of the Iliad and the Odyssey,” Mededeelingen der Koninklijke 
Nederlandsche Akademie van Wetenschappen. New Series, pt. 9 (Amsterdam: Uitgevers Maatschappij, 
1946): 279. 
29 G.A. Kennedy, Classical Rhetoric and Its Christian and Secular Tradition from Ancient to Modern 
Times (Durham: University of North Carolina Press, 1999), 219-221.  
30 See Demosthenes, Speeches 60 and 61, Prologues, Letters, tr. Ian Worthington (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 2006) for the most recent edition. Worthington mentions that the prologues have previously 
been subject to scrutiny over their authenticity, but that scholars are generally leaning towards 
Demosthenes’ authorship.  Worthington surveys the Athenian Assembly in “Oral Performance in the 
Athenian Assembly and the Demosthenic Prooemia,” in Oral Performance and its Context, ed. C.J. Mackie 
(Leiden: Brill, 2004): 129-143. 
31 There is a good edition in French, Demosthenes, Prologues, ed. and tr. Robert Clavaud (Paris: Les Belles 
Lettres, 1974). See also Worthington, Demosthenes, 58. 
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prologue could be switched out with another to meet particular audience and oratorical 

needs.32 Demosthenes’ formulaic approach to prologues not only helps confirm the 

regularity and continuity of Greek rhetorical theory, but also provides valuable insights 

into his audience and/or readership. As in dramatic prologues, the repetitive style of 

oratorical prologues acts to separate the audience both from the text and the context as it 

attempts to draw attention to the speaker and his argument.33 Indeed, all fifty-five 

prologues adhere to the Aristotelian prologue mold that introduces, prepares, and entices.  

 The unique aspects of Demosthenes’ prologues come from their oratorical format. 

His presentations in public settings, sometimes to restless audiences disturbed by 

contentious issues, often seek to appease listeners by stating his speeches will be short, to 

the point, and about something in which they have a personal stake. An example is 

Prologue 37: 

 Gentlemen of Athens, I will make the start of my speech short and just, and I will 
 not even say everything. For I believe that whoever wants to deceive you looks 
 for a way with his words to conceal from you, the audience, unpleasant aspects of 
 the situation, but someone who has decided to deal with you plainly will first say 
 which party he has stepped forward to support.34 
 
Such a strategy recalls Aristotle’s suggestion that not all audiences will want to wait 

patiently through a detailed, rational argument, so some assurance must be made to the 

audience that the arguments being presented are especially for them.35  

 The reach of prologues is as wide as it is long. In Greek dramatic literature a 

prologue (prologos) traditionally opens a play by establishing the setting and topics that 

the performance will address. Prologues occur in basically all complete extant plays from 

                                                
32 Demosthenes, like Aristotle, states that part of the speaker’s job is to put the audience into a favorable 
disposition using persuasive language. See Aristotle, Rhetoric, III.xiv.7-8. 
33 Worthington, Demosthenes, 58. 
34 Worthington, Demosthenes, 83-84. 
35 Worthington, Demosthenes, Prologue 29.3, 34.2, 56.1-2. 
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Aeschylus to Aristophanes, in no small part because they provide a necessary interaction 

that allows and persuades the audience to suspend its belief and knowledge of the 

conventions of the world in order to enter those of the play. Prologues are written using 

formulaic language in order to establish the boundary between the real and narrative 

worlds.36 Dramatic and oratorical prologues serve the same general purpose, but differ in 

their execution of style and presentation because their respective audiences had different 

needs and expectations.  

 The same seems to be true with historical prologues.  Herodotus was influenced 

while he was writing his Histories by the Ionian logographers of the sixth and fifth 

centuries BCE as well as by foreign writers such as the Persians and Egyptians. 

Hecataeus of Miletus (fl. c. 500 BCE) is one of the most important logographers, and the 

only one named by Herodotus in his Histories.37 His Genealogies is pertinent here 

because it is one of the earliest examples of historical writing that questions conflicting 

accounts of Greek history and stresses the improbability of Greek mythology.38 

Herodotus uses this comparative, skeptical method many times in his work, and he 

introduces it first in his prologue – indeed he opens his Histories with conflicting stories.  

 Herodotus does not typically interpret past events for his audience, opting instead 

to offer the conflicting accounts he received in order to allow the audience to make up its 

own mind. He notes regularly that Persian and Greek accounts often differ, discrepancies 

that illustrate one of the primary purposes of the Histories, which was to show how the 

                                                
36 Dunsch “Prologue(s) and Prologi,” 499. 
37 Thomas Scanlon, Greek Historiography (West Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell, 2015), 45-49. 
38 See Felix Jacoby, Die Fragmente der griechischen Historiker: Neudruck vermehrt um Addenda zum 
Text, Nachträge zum Kommentar, Corrigenda, und Konkordanz (Leiden, Brill, 1957). Brill also has an 
updated, digital version of Jacoby, Brill’s New Jacoby, ed. Ian Worthington (Leiden, Brill, 2007-), 
http://referenceworks.brillonline.com/browse/brill-s-new-jacoby, accessed September 10, 2016. It is set to 
be completed in 2017. 
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Persians rose to power and subsequently came into conflict with the Greeks. He implies 

that the conflict between the Persians and Greeks was so great that even their histories of 

the same events differ, but that does not mean readers should ignore non-Greek sources. 

To prepare the audience for the rest of the text, he provides a practical example of these 

conflicting accounts in his prologue, using the story of Io and a few other figures from 

Greek mythology.  For example, he says, “This is how Io came to Egypt according to the 

Persians (though the Hellenes disagree), and this was the very beginning of grievances.”39 

Herodotus, here, attempts to prove his assertion earlier in the prologue that he is 

recording the great deeds of both Greeks and non-Greeks while using the sources of both. 

It is his inquiry (ἱστορία) into the past, and thus he must establish his position as the 

authoritative figure who decides what goes into his narrative.40 Aristotle suggests that to 

be most effective, a writer or speaker must engage or persuade the audience by 

establishing this authority as soon as possible (i.e. in the prologue). This is precisely what 

is seen with Herodotus, who tells us what he is going to do, how he is going to do it, and 

then provides an example to the audience to show that it works. 

 Traditionally, Herodotus’ prologue is only a few brief lines. In this short passage 

he checks all the appropriate boxes for a typical Greek prologue. He begins his text with 

a prologue, prepares the audience by stating his topic simply, exhorts the audience to pay 

attention so these events will not fade from human memory, establishes a starting point, 

and remains concise. The only thing he does not do is invoke the muses like Homer does. 

                                                
39 Herodotus, The Landmark Herodotus: The Histories, tr. Andrea Purvis (New York: Pantheon Books, 
2007), I.2. 
40 There is some question as to how much influence Hecataeus had on Herodotus. See Stephanie West, 
“Herodotus’ Portrait of Hecataeus,” The Journal of Hellenic Studies 111 (1991): 144-160; Ian Moyer, 
“Herodotus and an Egyptian Mirage: The Genealogies of the Theban Priests,” The Journal of Hellenic 
Studies 122 (2002): 70-90. 
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However, he does name each book in his Histories after a muse and he begins by writing 

about Greek mythology. He makes the first word of his history his own name, granting 

himself the authority to judge and interpret what things in the past were “great and 

wonderful” and worthy to be saved for posterity.41 This statement is significant not only 

because Herodotus lays claim to narrative authority (medieval rhetoricians might say this 

is a kind of auctoritas), but also because in the first five chapters Herodotus shows the 

limits of his faculties when he describes, but does not pass judgment on, the conflicting 

accounts of the Greeks and Persians. 

 Recently, Marek Weçowski has proposed that Herodotus’ opening statement, 

typically called his proem, is actually only the beginning of a formal prologue structure 

that encompasses the first five chapters of his Histories.42 In this expanded perspective, 

Herodotus’ prologue agrees even more precisely with the guidelines Aristotle provides. 

He first tells us his general and specific purposes – to make sure great deeds are not 

forgotten, specifically the deeds that happened during the Greco-Persian Wars. Next, he 

prepares readers for the main narrative and entices them by providing interesting 

examples of his methodology. In a discussion of the historical background to the conflicts 

he notes that “Whether this latter account be true, or whether the matter happened 

otherwise, I shall not discuss further. I shall proceed at once to point out the person who 

first within my own knowledge inflicted injury on the Greeks…”43  

                                                
41 This format was not uncommon at the time period, Hecataeus begins his Genealogies in the same way, 
and later so does Thucydides. François Hartog, “Herodotus,” in Greek Thought: A Guide to Classical 
Knowledge, ed. Jacques Brunschwig and Geoffrey Lloyd (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000), 
642-647. 
42 Marek Weçowski, “The Hedgehog and the Fox: Form and Meaning in the Prologue of Herodotus,” The 
Journal of Hellenic Studies 124 (2004): 143-164. 
43 Herodotus, Histories, I.5. 
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 Instead of providing a detailed critique of events in the past, Herodotus writes he 

is providing the best sources, and leaving us to judge whether events might be fictitious 

and/or supernatural. Greek, Roman, and medieval writers attempted to rationalize and 

make sense of the supernatural, but Herodotus tended to let his descriptions of such 

things stand on their own. Thucydides (c.460-c.400 BCE), in his prologue to The 

Peloponnesian War, confirms this tendency as accepted practice, arguing, “the way most 

men deal with traditions…is to receive them all alike as they are delivered, without 

applying any critical test whatever,” though he himself criticizes this tendency.44 The 

great classicist Felix Jacoby describes Herodotus’ lack of critical analysis of things 

supernatural as resulting from the division between spatium mythicum and spatium 

historicum.45 As a historian, Herodotus has some authority over the “historical space,” 

but as someone not connected to the divine he has no credentials to judge the “mythic 

space.” This is why he provides conflicting accounts, why the supernatural events – and 

historical events that may be connected to the supernatural – are left unanalyzed, and 

ultimately why in his extended prologue he provides examples in the first five chapters of 

how to go about reading his history. He writes he will talk about both large and small 

cities and peoples, since “many states that were once great have now become 

small…Knowing therefore that human prosperity never continues in the same place, I 

shall mention both alike.”46 This recognizes that the needs of his audience will change 

                                                
44 Thucydides, The Landmark Thucydides: A Comprehensive Guide to the Peloponnesian War, tr. Richard 
Crawley (New York: Free Press, 1996), I.20. 
45 Thucydides, Peloponnesian War, I.20. For a discussion of the definition and parameters of myth in 
Herodotus, see Emily Baragwanath and Mathieu de Bakker, ed., Myth, Truth, and Narrative in Herodotus 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 1-59; Weçowski, “Hedgehog and Fox,” 152, n.64. 
46 Herodotus, Histories, I.5. 
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over time and that history is not monolithic. It teaches lessons that he, in good Platonic 

fashion, might not have yet discerned, but that might later be discovered.  

 Herodotus was also influenced by the traditions of epic poetry and tragedy, 

especially by Homer, as is evident in his descriptions of battles. Herodotus seeks not only 

to save the memory of the deeds of great men accurately (from Hecataeus), but also to 

ensure that these deeds receive the proper eternal fame they deserve (from Homer). We 

should not be surprised by the “interdisciplinary” influences that affected Herodotus’ 

historical writing, because rhetorical and philosophical methods seem to make their way 

into all literature in some shape or fashion. It is unavoidable. Aristotle argues as much in 

his Rhetoric: “Rhetoric does not deal with any one definite class of subjects, but, like 

Dialectic, [is of general application]…its function is not so much to persuade, as to find 

out in each case the existing means of persuasion. The same holds good in respect to all 

the other arts.”47 Andrea Pervis’ translation of Herodotus’ prologue preserves this idea, 

having Herodotus say that “great and wonderful deeds” of the past should “not go 

unsung.” I cannot help but make the comparison here to Aristotle’s use of prologue 

terminology (discussed above). It is almost certain Herodotus intended his text to be read 

aloud to an audience of some kind, which lends even more importance to the rhetorical 

and performative ideas of the writers described thus far and to their impact on the 

construction of historical writing. Herodotus makes this clear in the opening lines of his 

prologue, which more literally read, “What follows is a performance [lit. display] of the 

inquiries of Herodotus of Halicarnassus.”48   

                                                
47 Aristotle, Rhetoric, I.i.14. 
48 Purvis, Landmark Herodotus, 3; see also Roberto Nicolai, “Thucydides Continued,” in Brill’s 
Companion to Thucydides, ed. Antonios Rengakos and Antonis Tsakmakis (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 700-702. 
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 Herodotus’ authoritative status went far beyond his contemporaries. Roman 

writers began to attribute a certain amount of authority and gravitas to him. Cicero’s 

(106-43 BCE) On Oratory cites Herodotus as the first historian, while Quintilian says, 

“History has been written by many with distinction, but no one questions that there are 

two far superior to the rest, [Herodotus and Thucydides].” 49 He is cited in Book I of the 

Etymologies of Isidore of Seville (c.560-636 CE) in his section on the first historians, and 

Tore Janson cites him as the first to develop a prose prologue.50 

 Although Herodotus established the prologue as a necessary component of 

historical writing, writers such as Thucydides expanded and solidified the form. Unlike 

Herodotus, Thucydides says at the end of his prologue that he has eliminated mythical 

and legendary stories from his history because “I have written my work, not as an essay 

which is to win the applause of the moment, but as a possession for all time.”51 Later 

writers, such as Dionysius of Halicarnassus in the first century CE, not only agree with 

Thucydides, but quote him verbatim.52 The meaning in these passages is not to discount 

mythic and supernatural stories, but to follow the classical Greek rhetorical strategy of 

writing for a designated purpose. While Herodotus wrote to enrapture his audience with a 

good story, Thucydides wrote for “those inquirers who desire an exact knowledge of the 

past as an aid to the understanding of the future.”53 Aristotle argues that the first and 

primary goal of rhetoric is the pursuit of truth. Were Thucydides to include myth and 

                                                
49 Cicero, De Oratore, ed. and tr. W. Heinemann (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1942), X.1.82; 
XIII.55; Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, X.1.73. Though it should be noted that even though Cicero held 
Herodotus in high esteem, he could still be criticized for his shortcomings. See e.g. Arnaldo Momigliano, 
“The Place of Herodotus in the History of Historiography,” History 43, no. 147 (1958), 1-13. 
50 Janson, Latin Prose Prefaces, 16.  
51 Thucydides, Peloponnesian War, I.23.4. 
52 Though Dionysius does make sure to point out that Thucydides does enjoy and indulge in the “fiction of 
myth when writing national and local history.” See Dionysius of Halicarnassus: On Thucydides, ed. and tr. 
W. Kendrick Pritchett (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1975), 4. 
53 Thucydides, Peloponnesian War, I.22.4. 
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legend in his history, he would be undermining his primary rhetorical purpose. It is 

critical to note, however, that Thucydides does include a number a supernatural elements 

in his accounts when it suits his narrative goals, especially in speeches.54 Dionysius 

echoes this sentiment in his own prologue, stating his goal is to pursue the truth, even if it 

means critiquing a writer as great as Thucydides. Such a critique is not out of malice, but 

“a desire to know the truth.”55 This pursuit of truth is a prefatory trope that will be 

repeated by the Romans and stretch all the way through the Middle Ages. Indeed, forms 

of Thucydides’ stated desire to pursue truth became one of the most common prologue 

topoi from classical Greece through the Renaissance.56 He was often mentioned alongside 

Herodotus, often in adjacent passages. Cicero praises Thucydides, just after discussing 

Herodotus, that he “easily surpasses everybody in the art of speaking.”57  

 Thucydides takes more direct control of his narrative than Herodotus, and is more 

precise in his wording and structure.  Though both authors stake an immediate claim to 

narrative authority by making their name the first word of their respective texts, 

Herodotus was content to allow his audience to make judgments about his sources. 

Thucydides, on the other hand, begins his analysis almost immediately by using Homer 

to discuss the probable and improbable origins of the Hellenic peoples. According to 

Weçowski, the middle section of the prologue follows the same structure as Homer, 

similarly describing the background and context of the Athenian, Spartan, and Persian 

combatants to show his audience his rhetorical style. 
                                                
54 David Wyatt Aiken, “History Undone: The Appropriation of Thucydides,” Zeitschrift für Religions- und 
Geistesgeschichte 57, no. 4 (2005): 295-297. 
55  He cites the examples of Aristotle critiquing Plato as precedent, arguing that Aristotle’s critique does not 
lessen Plato’s importance, nor does it demean Aristotle. 
56 Marianne Prade, “Thucydides’ Renaissance Readers,” in Brill Companion to Thucydides, ed. Rengakos 
and Tsamakis, 779. 
57 Cicero, De Oratore, II.56. Though Cicero also states that Thucydides tends to be so dense in his 
references and composition that he is often difficult to decipher. 
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 Most significantly for future historians, at the end of his prologue Thucydides 

establishes a few themes continued by Roman writers and subsequently picked up by 

their medieval successors. He tells us that he was responsible in his research, he wrote 

succinctly and cited “reliable witnesses,” should be corrected in the future if his 

conclusions are faulty, and that he wrote for posterity.58 Perhaps Thucydides did these 

things better and with greater rigor than many medieval writers, who also had to address 

the supernatural lessons their treatises were supposed to teach, thus forcing them in many 

cases to withhold judgment (like Herodotus). Even though Thucydides got a lot of facts 

wrong, he used an effective methodology and explained it to his audience.59 This 

seemingly simple idea is incredibly important for historians and scholars who wrote after 

Thucydides. Because he tells us exactly how to approach his work, Thucydides is less 

dependent on narrative persuasiveness to make his argument and less vulnerable to faulty 

interpretation. He is providing us with great detail about the structure and purpose of his 

writing, actively avoiding the “romance” he states a reader typically expects in a piece of 

literature, epic poem, or public speech. Aristotle tells us in Rhetoric that authors have 

failed if they cannot grab the audience’s attention with appealing language. Thucydides 

makes no indication in his prologue that this is what he plans to do, and instead he 

emphasizes the underlying pursuit of truth that is supposed to govern all rhetorical 

composition. The struggle between narrative appeal and demonstrable fact is one that 

continued in Roman and medieval rhetorical treatises, and is often addressed in ancient 
                                                
58 Thucydides, Peloponnesian War, I.21-22: “The conclusions I have drawn from the proofs quoted may, I 
believe, safely be relied upon. Assuredly they will not be disturbed…by the compositions of the chroniclers 
that are attractive at truth’s expense…adhering as closely as possible to the general sense of what they 
[witnesses] really said…the accuracy of the report being always tried by the most severe and detailed tests 
possible…but if it [my work] be judged useful by those inquirers who desire an exact knowledge of the 
past as an aid to the understanding of the future…I shall be content.” 
59 Kenneth Dover, “Thucydides ‘As History’ and ‘As Literature,’” History and Theory 22, no. 1 (Feb. 
1983): 54-63. 
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historical prologues. Herodotus avoids the subject altogether, while Thucydides is clearly 

more on the side of empiricism than historicism.  

 As classical Greek texts and ideas were translated and edited into the Roman 

grammatical and rhetorical corpus, Aristotle’s prologue structure and Thucydides’ themes 

remained mostly intact. In no small part, this was thanks to the continued use of 

educational treatises such as progymnasmata, elementary texts comprised mainly of 

exercises that are supposed to reveal basic linguistic structures, compositional categories, 

and modes of thought that influenced the construction and reception of textual genres 

such as rhetoric and history.60 For example, the stated goal of Aelius Theon’s (1st cent. 

CE) Exercises, the oldest extant collection of progymnasmata, contends that the “ancient 

rhetoricians” did not think that students should approach rhetoric at all until they were 

“properly trained” in the classical liberal arts.61 Later, he remarks “training in exercises is 

absolutely useful not only to those who are going to practice rhetoric but also if one 

wishes to undertake the function of poets or historians or any other writers.”62  

 Quintilian, writing contemporaneously to Aelius Theon, notes similarly that those 

without the appropriate education should not attempt oratory, “they [reading, writing, and 

speaking] are all so inseparably linked with one another that if one is lacking, the labour 

                                                
60 Anaximenes of Lampscasus, Rhetoric to Alexander, ed. Jeffrey Henderson, Loeb Classical Series 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2011), 1436a; Ruth Webb, “The Progymnasmata as Practice,” in 
Education in Greek and Roman Antiquity, ed. Yun Lee Too (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 292. The first appearance 
of the word is in Anaximenes, appearing just before his discussion of prologues. One is tempted to suggest 
that progymnasmata may serve a similar prefatory function to the study of rhetoric as a prologue does to a 
text.  
61 Aelius Theon, “The Exercises of Aelius Theon,” in Progymnasmata: Greek Textbooks of Prose 
Composition and Rhetoric, tr. George A. Kennedy (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), 3 
(Preface). 
62 Aelius Theon, in Kennedy, Progymnasmata, 13 (§70). 
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spent on the others has been wasted.”63 The transition from Greek to Roman rhetorical 

method is not a shift of paradigm, but of topical emphasis reflective of cultural values. 

Thus, the exempla used as “building blocks or set pieces” in Greek texts largely reflect 

the love of philosophical debate and moral virtue, while Roman texts reflect the love of 

legal argumentation and civic virtue.64  

 
The Roman Prologue Tradition       
  

The above discussion of Greek prologues revolved largely around the methods 

described in Aristotle’s Rhetoric. This strategy was used because Aristotle provided the 

most substantial extant ancient Greek methodological treatment of the prologue as a 

literary structure. The Romans have left a much larger body of rhetorical texts. However, 

the scope of this dissertation necessitates restricting this section to those rhetorical 

treatises that received wide circulation in medieval England before 1250. Cicero’s On 

Oratory (55 BCE) and On Invention (c.50 BCE) will be addressed first, followed by 

Rhetorica ad Herennium (c.80 BCE), Quintilian’s Institutions of Oratory (c.95 BCE), 

Horace’s Art of Poetry (19 BCE), and the unconventional prologue to Terence’s Andria 

(2nd cent. BCE). Under the influence of the Greeks, a good, liberal Roman education 

included training in rhetoric that emphasized oratory. The Greeks also established a 

precedent that the rules for constructing a speech were applied just as well to literary 

works, including history.65 Thus, there should be little surprise that Roman theories on 

                                                
63Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, 10.1.2: “Nam neque solida atque robusta fuerit umquam eloquentia nisi 
multo stilo vires acceperit”; Maria Silvana Celentano, “Oratorical Exercises from the Rhetoric to Alexander 
to the Institutio oratoria: Continuity and Change,” Rhetorica 29, no. 3 (Summer 2011): 259-260. 
64 Craig Gibson, “Learning Greek History in the Ancient Classroom: The Evidence of the Treatises on 
Progymnasmata,” Classical Philology 99, no. 2 (April 2004): 125-126; Webb, “Progymnasmata as 
Practice,” 290. 
65 A.H. McDonald, “Theme and Style in Roman Historiography,” The Journal of Roman Studies 65 (1975): 
1. 



Texas Tech University, Lane J. Sobehrad, August 2017 

 58 

the construction and purpose of prologues reflected Greek antecedents, as Cicero himself 

recognized.  

In Book II of Cicero’s On Oratory he discusses how to construct prologues. He 

wrote On Oratory, prior to the Social War between Gaius Marius (d. 86 BCE) and Sulla 

(d. 78 BCE), to provide advice on how to be a good orator and a loyal, moral citizen of 

the Roman state. His pedagogical purpose was to present a guide for how an ideal orator 

might create an effective speech that would benefit the Republic. A turbulent political 

situation and general civil unrest made the historical past an appropriate place to find 

examples of both renowned orators and upright citizens who could be used as avatars to 

comment upon contemporary events without fear of reprisal. On Oratory is a dialogue, a 

Greek literary form, and through the words of Catullus, Cicero states that “history began 

as a simple compilation of annals…to preserve the general traditions of the Roman state 

[memoriaeque publicae…causa].”66 Antonius responds that Roman contemporary 

historians were not up to the high standards of their Greek predecessors, such as 

Herodotus and Thucydides.67 While this is most likely an example of a humility topos, he 

continues that Greek writers were able to combine the ideas of philosophy and the style 

of rhetoric with a record of the past in a way superior to Roman techniques. This resulted 

in historical writing that was accurate, entertaining, and thought-provoking, suggesting 

that this is the type of history that Roman historical authors should be pursuing. Antonius 

argues it is easier for audiences to comprehend actual events and people than the complex 

and often obtuse ideas found in more purely theoretical and philosophical treatises. 

Cicero even has Antonius lay out a few “laws” for historians to follow (leges historiae) to 

                                                
66 Cicero, De Oratore, II.xii.51. 
67 Cicero, De Oratore, II.xiii.55. 
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aid in this process: history must tell the truth; the truth must be told boldly; the author 

must remain impartial.68 

 However, the success or failure of a historical work ultimately depends on its 

story and diction (rebus et verbis). Events need to be put in the proper order, certain items 

must be included or excluded, and the author must declare his approval or disapproval of 

particular historical events so that audiences are led to the appropriate conclusions. This 

passage has been subject to some debate over the correct interpretation of technical 

rhetorical terms, but most pertinent is the assertion that prologues are where authors were 

supposed to declare their impartiality and adherence to the laws of history.69 It is the 

prologue where the foundations (fundamenta) and structures (exaedificatio) of the text 

should be established. An author following this pattern can build a narrative that is 

accurate and includes appropriate context.70  

The same conversation in Book II between Catullus and Antonius discusses 

prologues. In addition to the purpose and laws of history, he also describes the order and 

arrangement of a good speech. Like in Greek rhetoric, the fundamental purpose of the 

speaker or author is to prepare and persuade the audience. Cicero suggests looking at the 

example of the Greeks, and uses the same arguments found in Aristotle – what he calls a 

“slight impulse” (tantum impelli…primo leviter) from the main argument.71 This literary 

teaser will strengthen the main argument because audiences have been given expectations 

and are ready to have them met. Cicero writes that this can be accomplished through 

“instructing their minds, appealing to their benevolence, or exciting their emotions” (aut 

                                                
68 Cicero, De Oratore, II.xv.62. 
69 A.J. Woodman, “Cicero on Historiography: ‘On Oratory’ 2.51-64,” The Classical Journal 104, no. 1 
(Oct.-Nov. 2008): 23-31; Woodman, Rhetoric in Classical Historiography (London: Routledge, 1988), 87. 
70 McDonald, “Theme and Style,” 2-3.  
71 Cicero, De Oratore, II.lxxix. 
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docendo aut conciliando aut permovendo). His recommendation is that one of these parts 

is overtly displayed to the audience (principium), while the other two will be 

communicated more subtly throughout the rest of the speech (insinuatio).72 These terms 

were common, though their implementation varied. For example, just in his letters, 

Cassiodorus uses insinuatio to mean physical preparation, compulsion, currying favor, 

and the introduction of new information.73 This in itself is not unusual; insinuatio is not 

just a technical rhetorical term. However, note the above definitions similarities to the 

typical purposes of prologues – preparation and persuasion.  What is remarkable, 

however, is that despite Cassiodorus’ familiarity with the word, and his admiration of 

Cicero (“the light of Latin eloquence”) and Quintilian (an “excellent teacher”), he never 

refers to the division that both Roman writers distinguish in the prologue form.74     

 Because these methods require foreknowledge of the topics at hand, the prologue 

should typically be the last part of a speech the author constructs. Cicero advocates that 

all the methods and arguments should be worked out first because, “whenever I have 

chosen to begin by ascertaining this [prologue], nothing has occurred to me that was not 

either bald or trifling or hackneyed or indistinctive.”75 It is important to avoid this, he 

continues, because the prologue is the first impression given to the audience. In order to 

attract listeners right away, it needs to be drawn from the central thesis of the speech (ex 

ipsis visceribus causæ) and should ideally include a statement on methodology (aditum 

                                                
72 Cicero, De Oratore, II.lxxvii. 
73 Cassiodorus, Variae, MGH Auc. ant. 12: I.2, I.19, IV.12, V.23, VII.19: “Comitis Stephani insinuatione 
comperimus sacrae vestis operam”; “Et ideo praesenti vobis iussione praecipimus, ut Adrianae civitatis 
curialium insinuatione suscepta”; “ut nec insinuationem supplicum renuamus nec adversarii negotium 
credula facilitate damnemus”; “Frontosum sui nominis testem frequenti nobis insinuatione suggestum est 
pecuniae publicae decoxisse non minimam quantitatem”; “Multorum insinuatione comperimus illum probis 
moribus institutum commissa sibi posse fideliter expedire.” 
74 Cassiodorus, Cassiodori Senatoris chronica ad a. DXIX, MGH Auc. Ant. 11:120; PL 70: Exposition on 
the Psalms, 35D, 60B, 271D; 1149, On the Seven Liberal Arts, 1164A-B, 1196A-B. 
75 Cicero, De Oratore, II.lxxvii. 
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ad causam et communitionem).76 Since On Oratory was primarily intended for use in 

political and legal situations, he provides a conditional statement that in petty cases a 

prologue may not be necessary and one may start with the subject matter right away. 

Recall that Aristotle made a similar observation about speeches on unimportant matters. 

On Oratory was written when Cicero was at the peak of his rhetorical and literary 

production, and is thus often considered the fullest expression of the topics he addressed, 

rhetorical or otherwise. On Invention, on the other hand, was written when Cicero was a 

young man just entering into Roman politics and the realm of professional orators. In it, 

he provides a less complex, but more precisely deconstructed description of general 

rhetorical components, including prologues. Cicero lists the five parts of rhetoric one 

should consider in the construction of a speech, then provides a concise definition for 

each one, ending with a statement that he will address the complexities of every part in 

another work (he fulfills this promise later in On Oratory). After considering the five 

general parts of rhetoric, authors must decide upon the materials and divisions of the art 

(materia artis ac partibus), that is, the practical arrangement of a well-constructed 

speech.77 There are six divisions in any good speech: prologue (exordium), presentation 

of the argument (narratio), division of topics (partitio), display of facts (confirmatio), 

refutation of the argument (reprehensio), peroration (conclusio). In order to construct a 

good prologue, the author must first know the audience.78 Because one’s audience may 

consist of unknown and often diverse people, the prologue should be divided into two 

parts, the principium and insinuatio, terms Cicero repeats later in On Oratory. The former 

                                                
76 Cicero, De Oratore, II.lxxix. 
77 Cicero, “De Inventione,” I.6-7, in De Inventione; De Optimo Genere Oratorum; Topica, ed. and tr. H.M 
Hubbell (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1949), 18-21. 
78 Cicero lists five kinds of audience: honestum, admirabile, humile, anceps, obscurum 
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is meant to immediately render the audience at ease and amenable to the speaker’s ideas; 

the latter is meant to subtly suggest and convince the audience of initially unpalatable 

ideas. Because the specific strategy and components of these two parts depend upon the 

type of audience, a good speaker should adjust his prologue accordingly. 

 Next, Cicero writes that a speaker should address four topics in order to put the 

audience in a good mood. First, to speak of oneself without arrogance and allay any 

hostile suspicions the audience might have (i.e. self-deprication). This is commonly 

called the humility topos. Second, to speak of one’s adversaries and turn the audience 

against them by pointing out their flaws and misdeeds. Third, to speak of one’s listeners, 

praising their virtues in moderation. Lastly, to speak of the speech itself, displaying its 

good qualities in comparison to any opposition.79 Cicero’s final words on prologues 

describe common mistakes people make in composing them. He cautions that one should 

not get too fancy in wording or sentence structure because members of the audience 

might think they are being tricked. A speech should not stray far from its thesis nor 

should it switch strategies in the middle. 

The anonymous Rhetorica ad Herennium is structured much like Cicero’s On 

Invention and makes similar suggestions to its readers. It is likely for this reason that 

Rhetorica ad Herennium was traditionally misattributed to Cicero. It is actually the oldest 

Latin book on grammar extant and during the Middle Ages it became the most popular.80 

It advises authors to be cautious in their prologues: “that [exordium] is faulty which has 

been composed in too labored a style, or is too long; and that which does not appear to 

have grown out of the cause itself in such a way as to have an intimate connection with 

                                                
79 Cicero, De Inventione, I.xvi. 
80 John O. Ward, “Quintilian and the Rhetorical Revolution of the Middle Ages,” Rhetorica: A Journal of 
the History of Rhetoric, 13, no. 3 (Summer 1995): 232-234. 
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the Statement of Facts (narratione).”81 If this is not done properly, the audience may 

misunderstand the main work.  

The primary difference in their treatments of prologues is that for Cicero, the 

principium and insinuatio are two parts of the same introduction (exordium in duas 

partes dividitur), while for Rhetorica ad Herennium they are different types of prologue 

(exordiorum duo sunt genera). Furthermore, Rhetorica ad Herennium provides Greek 

roots for the two types of prologue. The first is prooimion (προοίµιον), which the author 

argues is equivalent to the Latin prooemium or principium. Rhetorica ad Herennium 

contrasts prooimion with ephodos (εϕοδος), which has a much trickier etymological root. 

It has no common usage in Greek texts, rhetorical or otherwise, and I have not come 

across it in another text that was not referencing the passage from Rhetorica ad 

Herennium.82 It is mentioned here only because the continuities that existed between 

Greek and Roman prologues indicate that the supposed technical nature of a term like 

ephodos would have had wider usage in Greek rhetorical texts. Curiously, Rhetorica ad 

Herennium equates it with insinuatio, though no other medieval or Roman source used in 

this dissertation has made a similar comparison. On the other hand, 

prooimion/prooemium and its parallel principium were used throughout the Middle Ages 

nearly interchangeably. The ultimate source for prooimion is the third book of Aristotle’s 

Rhetoric, though Aristotle is not the inventor of the word. 

                                                
81 [Cicero] Ad C. Herennium de Ratione Dicendi (Rhetorica ad Herennium), I.vii.11, tr. Harry Caplan 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1954), 22-23. 
82 Bower, “ΕΦΟΔΟΣ and INSINUATIO,” 224-230. The most prominent example of its usage in a 
rhetorical context is in Dionysius of Halicarnassus’ critique of Isaeus and Aphthonius’ Progymnasmata. 
See Stephen Usher, “Isaeus,” in Dionysius of Halicarnassus, vol. VIII (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1974), Ch. 3; Aphthonius, Progymasmata, 121. 
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 The author’s most critical task, whether the approach is direct or subtle, is to 

adapt a prologue to audiences’ needs in order to make them attentive and receptive to the 

core purpose of the speech. The direct approach should be used when the subject matter 

of the speech is either precarious (dubium) or unimportant (humile). In other words, a 

direct prologue is best used in a situation where audiences are predisposed to ignore the 

speaker because the subject matter is uninteresting, though they remain otherwise 

attentive. A formal prologue may not even be necessary if the speech’s content is 

honorable (honestum), that is, easily observed by any audience to be worthy of attention. 

However, in such a case, the author should include some other type of introductory 

material that supports the thesis of the speech. The most efficient way to construct a 

direct prologue is to summarize the arguments of the speech, and then tell the audience 

why those arguments are important to them, novel, or otherwise interesting. The methods 

used in this construction parallel those Cicero presented. 

The subtle approach, on the other hand, should be used when the subject matter of 

the speech is discreditable (turbe) or when previous speakers have already rendered the 

audience inattentive or oppositional. “Discreditable” in this case is literal. The authors are 

supposed to disrupt or throw the previous speaker’s argument into turmoil – i.e. discredit 

it – in order to make their own arguments more appealing. Such conflict may jolt 

audiences back to attention.  If the situation is even worse, and the audience has already 

been convinced by a previous speaker’s argument, Rhetorica ad Herennium suggests 

using the prologue to present enough evidence to undermine the opposing argument so 

that reasonable doubt might render the audience more amenable to an alternative 

perspective. Finally, if the audience is worn out from listening to others for too long, the 
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prologue should lighten the mood with a funny story, joke, or anecdote. This levity 

should be followed by a briefer presentation of the speech’s thesis. Using this method, 

members of the audience may be less prepared for the subject matter of the main text, but 

at least they meet the minimum requirement of attentiveness. Vergil’s prologue, 

discussed below, offer an example of how to grab the audience’s attention as soon as 

possible. 

The last things Rhetorica ad Herennium describes are common mistakes made in 

prologues and how to avoid them. In large part, they match up with Cicero’s list. A good 

prologue should not use language that is dated or be written in a style that is too formal; it 

should not be too verbose or complex; and it should relate to the specific purpose of the 

speech at hand. Rhetorica ad Herennium warns against using a template or pre-written 

prologue because an opponent could turn it against the speaker. This argument is curious 

because Cicero also recommends following the example of the Greeks by using the 

technique of imitatio. To the Romans, this meant constructing arguments that emulated 

the features and characteristics of great writers from the past.83 If great orators like 

Demosthenes used templates for his prologues (the Greek equivalent of imitatio was 

mimesis), and great poets like Vergil copied the structure of other great poets, a unique 

prologue may not have been critical or necessary, except, perhaps, in the forum or the 

senate. On the other hand, if the expected practice included imitatio in order to provide 

audiences with an attractive prologue form or enticing chunk of content, then imitatio 

serves the greater purpose of a preparatory prologue despite the danger of rhetorical 

refutation. Historical works extensively used this borrowing technique both in the Roman 

                                                
83 Michael Fronda, “Imitation (mimesis, imitatio),” in The Encyclopedia of Ancient History, ed. Roger 
Bagnall, et al. (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), 1. 
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and medieval period – Cato the Elder (234-149 BCE) and Bede (c.673-735 CE) were 

both popular choices.84 

Closely related to imitatio was inventio, another technical rhetorical term referring 

to the method one uses for the purposeful construction of an argument. According to 

Roman rhetoricians, every written or spoken treatise has to begin with inventio that sets 

forth the core purpose of the project in question. Naturally, prologues are where this 

explanation is supposed to occur. Just as in modern academic fields, the preferred 

methodology of scholars changes over time. In this way, the inventio described in 

rhetorical treatises by Cicero, Rhetorica ad Herennium, and Quintilian reflects an 

author’s culture and context.85 Prologues, then, as the place where the inventio is most 

explicitly addressed in a historical text, can help the audience make sense of the world 

and confirm perceptions of culture and society. Through this, texts are given authority 

(auctoritas) through a convincing display of cultural values, including links to the past 

through imitatio.86 

Cicero viewed inventio as a mode of thought and grouped it under the much 

broader umbrella of art. He argued that art was part talent and part practice, and thus a 

skill that can be learned and honed. The slightly earlier Rhetorica ad Herennium, on the 

other hand, describes inventio as a set of rules to be followed and a structure to be 
                                                
84 This has been well documented. See e.g. Geoffrey Lloyd, “Quotation in Greco-Roman contexts,” 
Extrême-Orient Extrême-Occident no. 17 (1995): 141-153; Carlo Ginzburg, “Ekphrasis and Quotation,” 
Tijdschrift voor Filosofie 50, no. 1 (March 1988): 11-16; Kari Ceaicovschi, “Cato the Elder in Aulus 
Gellius,” Illinois Classical Studies no. 33-34 (2008-2009): 25-39; Anthony G. Hunter, “Cicero's Art of 
Quotation: Poetry in the Philosophica and Rhetorica,” PhD. Diss. (Ithaca: Cornell University, 2010); 
Jeannette Beer, In their Own Words: Practices of Quotation in Early Medieval Historical Writing (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2014); Y. Plumley, G. Di Bacco, and S. Jossa, Citation Intertextuality, and 
Memory in the Middle Ages and Renaissance, 2 vols. (Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 2011), esp. I:58-
73, 96-112, II: 6-17, 137-147.   
85 John M. Murphy, “Inventing authority: Bill Clinton, Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Orchestration of 
Rhetorical Traditions,” Quarterly Journal of Speech 83, no. 1 (1997): 71-89. 
86 See e.g. Pierre Nora, Realms of Memory, 4 vols. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996), I:27-
108, 427-466.  
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imitated (no practice or creativity required), though admittedly he does not provide a lot 

of additional explanation. 87 So what is inventio? A learned skill or a set of rules? 

Quintilian, writing about a century later, takes a reasonable middle ground, having read 

both Cicero and Rhetorica ad Herennium, stating that art had a set of rules that must be 

practiced in order to be properly executed, because “if oratory lack this virtue, it is bound 

to be in turmoil, drifting without a pilot, incoherent, repetitive, incomplete, wandering in 

the dark…guided by chance rather than by design.”88  

Perhaps it is unsurprising that Roman rhetoricians had slightly different 

definitions of inventio. Modern historicist and post-modern approaches to history suggest 

these kinds of differences are often not an intellectual debate or a kind of historical 

continuity, but a reflection of cultural circumstance and hermeneutics.89 In this view, 

then, prologues can be used individually to discern individual authorial techniques 

influenced by their cultural circumstances and synthesized to perceive broader 

historiographic and cultural patterns. Indeed, Quintilian explains that his predecessors 

used different oratorical structures because their customs and traditions differed from his 

“modern” ones, but all orations were supposed to teach, to move, and to please, just like a 

prologue should.90 

                                                
87 Janice Lauer, Invention in Rhetoric and Composition (West Lafayette, IN: Parlor Press, 2004), 51-52. 
88 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, III.3.4-7, 11-13, VII.Prologue. 
89 Klaus Berghahn, “New Historicism: Editorial Introduction,” Monatshefte 84, no. 2 (Summer 1992): 141-
147; Lowell Edmunds, “Critical Divergences: New Directions in the Study and Teaching of Roman 
Literature,” Transactions of the American Philological Society 135, no. 1 (Spring 2005): 2-8; Joseph 
Farrell, “Eduard Fraenkel on Horace and Servius, or, Texts, Contexts, and the Field of ‘Latin Studies’,” 
Transactions of the American Philological Society, 135, no. 1 (Spring 2005): 91-102; Adriana Berger, 
“Cultural Hermeneutics: The Concept of Imagination in the Phenomenological Approaches of Henry 
Corbin and Mircea Eliade,” The Journal of Religion 66, no. 2 (April 1986): 141-156; Aden Kumler and 
Christopher Lakey, “Res et significatio: The Material Sense of Things in the Middle Ages,” Gesta 51, no. 1 
(January 2012): 1-17. 
90 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, III.4.1-8, 5.2. 
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The utility of Quintilian’s Institutes of Oratory (Insititio Oratoria) is his 

exhaustive treatment of virtually every topic, including imitatio, inventio, and prologues. 

He discusses the latter at length in Book IV, chapter 1. He begins with a plain definition, 

and compares Roman prologues to their Greek predecessors: 

 That which is called principium or exordium in Latin, is better reasoned by the 
 Greeks to be named prohemium, which for our [authors] only signified a 
 beginning, [but] for them [the Greeks] was enough to be the part with clarity 
 before the beginning of the topic which the speaker is going to discuss. 91 
 
Quintilian suggests, like everyone else, that the primary purpose of a prologue is to 

prepare audiences for the subsequent parts of the text. This is done through securing their 

good will, gaining their attention, and enticing them to read further by means of stating 

the integral information succinctly and constructing the prologue in an appropriate 

manner for the audience.92 It is important to get these things right at the beginning 

because any subsequent misunderstanding by the audiences is the fault of the author for 

not presenting the information in a format they could readily appreciate. Like Cicero, 

Quintilian states that a prologue has two parts, the principium and insinuatio (Et eo 

quidam exordium in duas dividunt partis, principium et insinuationem).93 The principium 

is an explicit attempt to secure the attention and goodwill of audiences, while insinuatio 

tries to sneakily plant ideas, making topics previously disagreeable to the audience more 

palatable. Insinuatio is especially important if an author has to win back an audience 

because someone else has already gained its goodwill and attention. 

                                                
91 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, IV.42: “Quod principium Latine vel exordium dicitur, maiore quadam 
ratione Graeci videntur prohoemium nominasse, quia a nostris initium modo significatur, illi satis clare 
partem hanc esse ante ingressum rei de qua dicendum sit ostendunt. [emphasis mine].” Quintilian further 
defines the two approaches to prologues in this section.” 
92 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, IV.1.34-37. 
93 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, IV.1.42. 
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These rhetorical goals are not meant to be overtly pursued throughout the text, but 

are incredibly important, according to Quintilian, to gain insight into the “mind of the 

judge” (animum iudicis). This particular phrase is interesting because it could mean a 

number of things. The literal meaning refers to the position of a judge in legal disputes, 

which makes sense given the legal and political focus of many Roman rhetorical treatises. 

Making a good argument in this setting required precise rules and techniques that needed 

to be executed to perfection in order to win the case and avoid public censure.94 

Quintilian, though, applied Greek ideas of rhetoric more generally. In his view, rhetoric 

was not just the “art of speaking well” (bene dicendi scientia), but a social and moral 

guide to being a good Roman.95 Indeed, he even calls rhetoric a virtue that is only 

attainable by a good person.96 The best kind of person, of course, was an upstanding 

Roman citizen. Every facet of society, then, is rhetorical in some way because all actions 

concern the pursuit of virtue. So the “mind of the judge” that a prologue is supposed to 

reach into is the conjunctive decisions of the author, audience, and culture at large. In a 

historical work, the audience judges whether or not the author sufficiently judged the 

events in the past appropriate to their contemporary context.97 

 This cultural imperative in Quintilian’s point of view adds weight to his section 

on prologue errors. Remaining impartial is critical, since favoritism or perceived bias 

                                                
94 Steven Rutledge, “Oratory and Politics in the Empire,” in A Companion to Roman Rhetoric, ed. William 
Dominik and Jon Hall (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2007): 109-120. 
95 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, II.xv.34; Thomas Habinek, Ancient Rhetoric and Oratory (Malden, MA: 
Blackwell, 2005), 60-78. 
96 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, II.20.4-5: “Verum haec quam instituere conamur et cuius imaginem 
animo concepimus, quae bono uiro conuenit quaeque est uere rhetorice, uirtus erit” (But the truth [is] that 
this [thing] we are trying to institute, and which we conceived the idea [of] in our mind, which is attained 
only by a good man, and which is true rhetoric, [must] be a virtue).  
97 This also includes the etymological root of historia from ιστορ, which is literally, a wise-man or judge. 
In addition, Quintilian defines three types of narratio – fabula, argumentum, historia – stating that history, 
since it has the most truth in it, also has the most substance. 
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could prompt an incorrect or unfair decision or judgment from audiences. Furthermore, 

he makes sure to note that it is the job of audiences to remain impartial until the last 

words of the speech or text so that they allow themselves to be persuaded by the best 

arguments, not by their preconceptions. Reservation of judgment is especially critical in 

the prologue, when the author is still trying to gain the goodwill of audiences and 

audiences have yet to hear the proposed argument. However, in the peroration, once all 

the arguments have been made, Quintilian suggests authors may abandon their 

impartiality to drive home the attractiveness of their arguments and cite the failings of 

their opponents, even if the argument is fictitious and its contents spurious.98 

 Next, Quintilian writes that prologues do not always discuss topics that directly 

address the concerns of audiences. Sometimes they address topics that are indirectly 

related.99 He continues that in a legal case prosecutors and defendants will often include 

family members, friends, and other associates in their examination because they affect the 

audience’s judgment of the litigants. These people are not directly involved in the trial at 

hand, but they are relevant to its case. If we apply this idea under Quintilian’s broader 

definition of rhetoric and history’s obligation to display the truth by means of facta, it 

suddenly makes a chronicle or set of annals much more interesting. A historical author 

who has been properly educated in rhetorical strategy would be making a conscious 

choices about which items to include and exclude. This idea of active historicism as a 

method of narrative control is especially important in the establishment of historical 

                                                
98 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, IV.1.28. 
99 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, IV.1.30-31. 
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progression as divinely providential through portentous events such as weather 

phenomena – a methodology authors must set up in their prologues.100 

 The last section of Quintilian’s chapter on prologues discusses aspects of their 

construction. He reiterates that context is key. Authors ought to structure their prologues 

with specific audiences in mind, and, though a prologue should always include main 

arguments from the narrative of the text, arguments presented should change according to 

the needs of the audience. It is especially impressive, he notes, if the audience thinks the 

prologue was made up on the spot rather than written ahead of time. The diction ought to 

be plain and simple, avoiding complex structures one might find in other literary genres 

such as poetry. Quintilian clarifies further that the style of the prologue should not 

resemble any other part of the text, but stand alone in its simplicity (simplici atque 

inlaboratae).101 The reason for this is twofold. First, a simple prologue is quickly and 

easily understood by audiences. Second, in the case of oratory, a simple prologue is 

easier to memorize and perform. Making a mistake in a prologue is potentially disastrous, 

according to Quintilian, because it immediately brings the orator’s skills into question, 

which is not the kind of first impression one wants to make.  

These compositional suggestions are not much more specific than Quintilian’s 

methodological comments, but it is because the prologue must be custom-fitted to 

particular causes. He states, “One can only laugh at those who make it a sort of rule for 

all Prooemia that they should be no longer than four sentences.”102 Indeed, it may even be 

                                                
100 Gregory Bucher, “The Origins, Program, and Composition of Appian’s Roman History,” Transactions 
of the American Philological Association 130 (2000): 431-432; Pauline Ripat, “Roman Omens, Roman 
Audiences, and Roman History,” Greece & Rome 53, no. 2 (October 2006): 155-174. 
101 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, IV.1.60. 
102 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, IV.1.62: “Ridendi vero qui velut legem prohoemiis omnibus dederunt ut 
intra quattuor sensus terminarentur.” 
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the case that a prologue is best executed by addressing one person in particular. This 

structure is the dedicatory epistle, which was popularized by the Romans and continued 

by medieval writers.103  The most common format in complete texts includes a dedicatory 

epistle that precedes a more formal prologue. According to Quintilian’s methodology, the 

letter serves as principium and the formal prologue as insinuatio. They are typically 

addressed to someone close to the author, such as a family member, friend, or patron. 

Because a familiar tone appears tailored to their specific expectations, this type of 

prologue is supposed to put audiences at ease and make them attentive.104 

Finally, Quintilian notes that there are authors who do not always use prologues, 

even the likes of Aristotle (see above). However, he is clear to note that works without a 

formal prologue often use other parts of the text to serve the same purpose. He argues 

that the statement of facts (narratio), arguments (argumentum), and rhetorical purpose 

(causa) cannot be addressed without some type of introductory statement. He criticizes 

his contemporaries for trying to get fancy with the transition from prologues to other 

parts of the text, calling them “lifeless and childish” (frigida et puerilis) in the way they 

employ artifice for its own sake.105 Making a clear distinction between the prefatory 

material and the main text allows the audience to mentally make the same transition. This 

allows the author to clearly demarcate between his role as creator of the text and arbiter 

of the narrative, and the audience to recognize explicit instruction from rhetorical 

narrative. In other words, the audience knows when to start being attentive. 

                                                
103 Peter Schaeffer, “Humanism on Display: The Epistles Dedicatory of Georg von Logau,” The Sixteenth 
Century Journal 17, no. 2 (Summer, 1986): 215-218. 
104 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, IV.1.70. 
105 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, IV.1.76. 
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A final feature of Quintilian’s teaching on prologues deserves some mention. He 

cites Homer, Aristotle, Demosthenes, Cicero, Vergil, and others in his chapter on 

prologues. This is typical in Institutions of Oratory, but looking ahead a couple of 

chapters to the Middle Ages, such reference serve to reinforce the idea that medieval 

prologue writers, thanks to writers like Quintilian, were well aware that they participated 

in a continuous tradition and, more significantly, that they respected the auctoritas of 

their predecessors by not changing the general methodology. 

Horace’s Art of Poetry holds a comparable auctoritas to Quintilian and Cicero in 

the Middle Ages, but is the polar opposite to the technical explanations provided thus far. 

Horace writes his instructional treatise in verse, which is intriguing to read but difficult to 

analyze. He attempts to illustrate the overarching purpose of the poetry he discusses. 

Poetry, according to Horace, is meant to entertain and teach through methods that are 

sometimes not entirely rational. However, this does not mean that irrational words serve 

no purpose. His first reference to prologues created the literary term “purple prose,” 

where he cautioned audiences that, “Often, weighty introductions [inceptis] and grand 

professions gleam with purple rags [purpureus…pannus] patched onto one or two 

verses.”106 Ornamented language that distracts audiences can lead them into error. The 

overarching structure of The Art of Poetry is loose at best, and the work is better 

understood if one approaches it as a set of maxims rather that a coherent guide to rhetoric 

                                                
106 Horace, Ars Poetica, ll. 14-16: “Inceptis grauibus plerumque et magna professis / purpureus, late qui 
splendeat, unus et alter / adsuitur pannus.”  
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or poetry.107 At the same time, Horace is acutely aware of his historical position, fusing 

the theories of Greek rhetoric and poetry with that of his contemporaries.108 

One other passage helps illuminate Horace’s thoughts on prologues, and it 

reiterates his initial suggestion at the beginning to be moderate and succinct, “If you 

bring to the stage something untried and dare | to create a new character, let it be kept to 

the end | just as it appeared from the beginning [incepto] and fit with itself.”109 This also 

suggests that ideas presented simply are easier for the author to track and, perhaps, that 

the prologue should be written before the main body of a text. Furthermore, Horace 

emphasizes throughout The Art of Poetry that any good work should retain structural and 

thematic unity in order to affect emotion, persuade, or elicit some other reaction from 

audiences. On the other hand, Horace’s comments following this passage state that it is 

better to choose authors or styles to imitate, since their ideas and style are well-known 

and well-studied, and thus already rigorously tested for their effectiveness and familiar to 

an educated audience.110 

The last Roman rhetorical treatment of prologues examined here is delivered by 

means of commentary. It comes through Aelius Donatus, a fourth-century grammarian 

whose Ars Grammatica was one of the most popular schoolbooks in the Middle Ages. 

Donatus is recorded as having been a teacher of St. Jerome, one of the “fathers” of 

                                                
107 “Horace,” in Encyclopedia of Rhetoric and Composition: Communication from Ancient Times to the 
Information Age, ed. Theresa Enos (New York: Routledge, 1996), 329. 
108 Marcia L. Colish, Stoicism in Classical Latin Literature (Leiden: Brill, 1985), 187-193. Notably, 
Charles Brink disagrees with the theory that Horace was influenced by Cicero’s Orator and De Oratore. 
See Horace on Poetry, 3 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1963-1982), Vol. I. 
109 Horace, Ars Poetica, ll. 125-127: “Siquid inexpertum scaenae committis et audes / personam formare 
nouam, seruetur ad imum / qualis ab incepto processerit et sibi constet.”  
110 Horace, Ars Poetica, ll.119-188. 
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medieval historical writing, and someone who figures prominently in the next chapter.111 

His commentary on the Roman playwright Terence (d. ca. 159 BCE) is found in about 

forty manuscripts, but only two prior to the fifteenth century.112 The textual tradition is 

particularly difficult because there is no complete manuscript, and recreating it is 

complicated by cramped glosses and haphazard textual reconstructions.113 Additionally, 

most of the manuscripts include a brief biography of Terence, presumably by Donatus, 

and two other texts – “De Fabula” and “De Comoedia”  – with the name Euanthius 

affixed at the front, though most scholars still ascribe the latter to Donatus.114 

“De Comoedia” provides four types of prologue derived from Greek with a Latin 

equivalent: sustatikos (συστατικός, commendativus), meant to persuade the audience that 

the poet and/or play is worth listening to; epitimetikos (έπιτιµητικός, relativus), meant to 

thank the audience or denounce the poet’s rival; dramatikos (δραµατικός, argumentivus), 

which introduces and explains the plot of a play; and mixtos (µικτός, mixtus), which is a 

combination of the previous three.115 The first two categories have unclear roots, while 

the latter two are broadly used in both Greek and Latin texts. Sustatikos appears to be 

                                                
111 The only evidence for this is from Jerome, under the entry for 354 CE in his universal chronicle. Oxford 
University, Merton College MS 315, f. 146v. See “Merton College MS 315,” in Early Manuscripts at 
Oxford University, ed. David Cooper et al. (2000), 
http://image.ox.ac.uk/show?collection=merton&manuscript=ms315, accessed October 5, 2016.  
112 Michael Reeve, “The Textual Tradition of Donatus’ Commentary on Terence,” Classical Philology 74, 
no. 4 (October 1979): 310-326. 
113 Chrysanthi Demetriou, “Aelius Donatus and His Commentary on Terence’s Comedies,” in The Oxford 
Handbook of Greek and Roman Comedy, ed. Michael Fontaine and Adele Scafuro (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2014), 707-709. 
114 Almost nothing is known of Euanthius’ life, and all that is known of his work is what is found alongside 
Donatus. Andrew Cain, “Terence in Late Antiquity,” in A Companion to Terence, ed. Antony Augoustakis 
and Ariana Traill (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), 280-297. 
115 He cites πρωτος λογος (lit. “first reason”) as the ultimate root. Aelius Donatus, Commentum Terentii, ed. 
Paul Wessner (Leipzig: Teubner, 1902), 27; Douglas Bruster and Robert Weimann, Prologues to 
Shakespeare’s Theatre: Performance and Liminality in Early Modern Drama (New York: Routledge, 
2005), 13; S. Georgia Nugent, “Ancient Theories of Comedy: The Treatises of Evanthius and Donatus,” in 
Shakespearean Comedy, ed. Maurice Charney, New York Literary Forum, vols. 5-6 (New York: New York 
Literary Forum, 1980), 273-274. 
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used from the first century CE to mean specifically letters of introduction or 

commendation, most notably in Diogenes Laërtius’ (fl. 3rd cent. CE) biography of 

Aristotle and in 2 Corinthians 3:1.116 Donatus’ Latin equivalent, commendativus, matches 

2 Corinthian 3:1 in the Vulgate, though the stem is common in Latin texts.117 The only 

other place I have found the stem commend- with the suffix –ivus (lit. “related to doing”) 

is in the Institutions of Grammar by Priscian (fl. 6th cent. CE), where it is labeled a 

synonym of the dative case.118 I have found epitimetikos only in Plato’s Definitions, 

Lucian’s Zeus Rants (2nd cent. CE), and Hermogenes of Tarsus On Types of Style, where 

its used to refer to self-reflective reproachment.119 Relativus is found in Priscian’s 

discussion of adverbs as a way to relate a specific example to a particular topic, but 

nothing that indicates a similar definition to the Greek.120 This difference is not surprising 

since the Greeks works were not available in Latin until after the thirteenth century.121 

                                                
116 From the first century, Epictetus, Dissertationes ab Arriano Digestae, ed. Henry Schenkl (Leipzig: 
Teubner, 1916), II.3.1; Diogenes Laërtius, Lives of the Eminent Philosophers, vol. I (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1925), V.18, VIII.87. 
117 Compare “Incipimus iterum nosmetipsos commendare? aut numquid egemus (sicut quidam) 
commendatiis epistolis ad vos, aut ex vobis?” and “Ἀρχόµεθα πάλιν ἑαυτοὺς συνιστάνειν; ἢ µὴ χρῄζοµεν ὥς 
τινες συστατικῶν ἐπιστολῶν πρὸς ὑµᾶς ἢ ἐξ ὑµῶν.” 
118 Priscian, Prisciani institutiones (Corpus Grammaticorum Latinorum, 2012), §185, 
http://kaali.linguist.jussieu.fr/CGL/text.jsp?id=T43, accessed September 5, 2016. 
119 Plato, “Définitions,” in Platon Oeuvres Complétes, ed. and tr. Joseph Souilhé, vol. 13, pt. 3 (Paris: Les 
Belles Lettres, 1930), 173; Lucian, Jupiter Tragoedus §23; Hermogenes of Tarsus, Hermogenes’ On Types 
of Style, tr. Cecil Wooten (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1987), 27; Leonard 
Spengel, ed., Rhetores Graeci, vol. 2 (Leipzig: Teubner, 1854), 297. 
120 Priscian, Institutiones,§59, 82-83. Its stem is similarly common to commend-. Relativus is also found as 
“reference” (of one thing to another) in Arnobius, Aversus Nationes, ANF, vol. 6 (New York: Christian 
Literature Publishing Co., 1886), 7.13; as “naming” (clarifying terminology) Augustine, De Trinitate 5.5, 7, 
6.2 
121 Stephen Gersh and Maarten Hoenen, ed., The Platonic Tradition in the Middle Ages (Berlin: de Gruyter, 
2002), esp. 69-89, 207-227; Peter Dronke, “The Land of Cokaygne: Three Notes on the Latin 
Background,” in Medieval Latin and Middle English Literature: Essays in Honour of Jill Mann, ed. 
Christopher Cannon and Maura Nolan (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2011), 67; Hon. Arthur Emmett, 
“Hermogenes of Tarsus: Rhetorical Bridge from the Ancient World to the Modern,” Rediscovering 
Rhetoric: Law, Language, and the Practice of Persuasion, ed. Justin Gleeson and Ruth Higgins (Sydney: 
The Federation Press, 2008), 114-162, esp. 158-162. 
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Donatus’ attempt to establish a rhetorical tradition where there does not seem to 

be one is curious, especially when viable alternatives existed in readily accessible formats 

cited in the commentary proper – e.g. Rhetorica ad Herennium and Cicero. This suggests 

that either Donatus was not the author of “De Comoedia,” perhaps there are lost texts 

where this tradition was established, or there was a problem with the “untranslatability” 

between languages existing at different times and places.122  It is also possible there was 

cultural and linguistic “permeability” between the Greek and Latin worlds (hence the 

double terminology), since “The language spoken by the Romans is neither utterly 

barbarous nor absolutely Greek, but a mixture, as it were, of both.”123 Roman authors 

generally agreed that a literal translation of Greek into Latin was not the best scholarly 

practice.124 Terence (c.195/185-c.159 BCE) even criticizes this in the prologue of The 

Eunuch, saying, “[he] who by translating well and at the same time writing badly, has 

made good Greek [plays] into bad Latin ones.”125 Cicero similarly argues, “I have 

necessarily not [translated] word for word, but in the manner of speaking all of us 

safeguard.”126 Meaning, the best translations take the needs of the contemporary audience 

into consideration.127  

                                                
122 Uwe Vagelpohl, “Cultural Accommodation and the Idea of Translation,” Oriens 38 (2010): 165-168, 
181. 
123 He continues, “…the greater part of which is Aeolic,” referring to a diagram in Quintilian, Institutio 
Oratoria, I.4.8, which he calls the “Aeolic letter.” Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities, vol. I 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1960), I.90.1; Benjamin Stevens, “Aeolism: Latin as a Dialect of 
Greek,” The Classical Journal 102, no. 2 (December – January, 2006/2007): 115-117, 135-138. 
124 Sebastian Brock, “Aspects of Translation Technique in Antiquity,” Greek, Roman, and Byzantine 
Studies 20 (1979), 70. 
125 Terence, The Eunuch, pr.7-8, in A.-M. Lewis, “Latin Translations of Greek Literature: The Testimony 
of Latin Authors,” L'Antiquité classique, 55 (1986): 164: “qui bene uortendo et easdem scribendo male ex 
Graecis bonis Latinas fecit non bonas.”  
126 Cicero, The Best Kind of Orator, ed. and tr. H.M. Hubbell (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1949), 
5.14. 
127 The idiom is verbum de verbo. Jerome changes this, arguing that sacred texts can and should be taken 
literally in many cases. Boethius and other early medieval sacred authors later reinforce him. Jerome, 
Epistolae, 57.5, and reinforced by Boethius. 
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Was Donatus’ new theory of prologues necessary in his analysis of Terence, and, 

if so, does it help audiences understand Terence better? Terence’s play Andria will serve 

as a case study. The prologue to Andria is the oldest example of Roman rhetorical 

argument to survive intact.128 It seems to mock the traditional formula of prologue 

writing while at the same time retaining its conventions, writing that the goal of the 

playwright is to create something that “might please the public,” but instead he was 

“wasting his [Terence’s] labor in writing Prologues, not for the purpose of relating the 

plot, but to answer the slanders of a malevolent old Poet [Luscus Lanuvinus].”129 So in 

his own opinion Terence is being forced to devote his prologue to removing the 

prejudices of the audience instead of relating the plot as he wished, which obviously 

upsets him, but he is in fact following Aristotle’s suggestion in the prologue that one 

must remove audiences’ prejudice first to make them receptive to the main purpose of the 

composition. The author of Rhetorica ad Herennium mentions something similar, 

showing not only the continuation of the Greek rhetorical tradition, but the continued 

overlap between rhetorical and dramatic prologue writing.130 Indeed, he finds continuity 

and overlap a good thing, and asks the rhetorical question, “does not the very prestige of 

the ancients not only lend greater authority to their doctrine but also sharpen in men the 

desire to imitate them?”131 So, even though Donatus provides new and interesting terms 

to discuss Terence’s prologues, traditional methods will suffice and may in fact be 

preferable as long as the commentator takes into account contemporary methods of 

                                                
128 Sander M. Goldberg, “Terence, Cato, and the Rhetorical Prologue,” Classical Philology 78, no. 3 (July 
1983): 207. 
129 Terence, “The Woman of Andros,” in Terence: The Woman of Andros, The Tormenters, The Eunuch, 
ed. John Barsby (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001), Prologue, ll.5-7. Luscus Lanuvinus was a 
contemporary comedic playwright whom Terence takes time to mock or mention in most of his prologues. 
130 Goldberg, “The Rhetorical Prologue,” 210. 
131 Rhetorica ad Herennium, IV.2.1 
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interpretation in order to meet the expectations of the audience, though this, too, is a 

traditional strategy seen above. 

 
Vergil, Cato, Livy, Tacitus        
  
 Greek prologues began with Homer, so it follows that this section on Rome 

should begin with Vergil’s Aeneid (29-19 BCE). His prologue spans the first nineteen 

lines, from the famous opening “Arma virumque cano” to the “black anger” of Juno that 

presents trial after trial to the first Romans. In fact, the prologue to Vergil’s Aeneid pays 

homage to Homer. The famous opening, “I sing of arms and a man” parallels the 

openings to the Iliad and the Odyssey that cite, respectively, the song of Achilles’ anger 

and the appeal to the muse to tell of a ‘man’ (Odysseus).132 “Baleful Juno in her sleepless 

rage” parallels the vengeful gods found throughout the Iliad and Poseidon’s wrath against 

Odysseus. Vergil also calls upon a muse for guidance, just like Homer, a precedent 

followed Roman writers in more than a few prologues. However, it is important to note 

the claim to authorship that Vergil makes that is absent in Homer. Vergil’s use of the first 

person, singular “cano” takes immediate ownership of the Aeneid, asking for the aid of a 

muse lower in line 8, while Homer begins his epics with a request for the muses to tell 

the stories for him (or through him).  

Homer acknowledges his debt to a long-standing oral tradition of story telling and 

history, while Vergil represents the Roman ideal of an orator, who typically wrote his 

work before speaking in front of audience. Additionally, Vergil reminds his audiences of 

the historical consequences of the events in his epic – most importantly the founding of 

                                                
132 Vergil, Vergil’s Aeneid, Books I-VI, ed. Clyde Pharr (Wauconda, IL: Bolchazy-Carducci Publishers, 
Inc., 1998), l.1. A broader argument suggests Vergil was incredibly conscientious about the numerical 
values involved in the structure of Aeneid. See, e.g., George E. Duckworth, Vergil and Classical 
Hexameter Poetry: A Study in Metrical Variety (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1969). 
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Rome. The Aeneid blends mythology with history in its prologue, setting the stage for 

events in other parts of the work, such as later in Book I.304-410 during the conversation 

between Jupiter and Venus, where Jupiter assures Venus that the future of Aeneas, and 

subsequently Rome, was both secure and prosperous. He mythologizes the story of 

Romulus and Remus found in more purely historical works, such as Livy’s, while using 

Jupiter to predict actual historical events such as the reign of Augustus.133 

 Vergil uses themes and ideas that we can reasonably call topoi. He provides a 

popular and enticing introduction that will put audiences at ease and render them 

interested in hearing more by referencing the universally respected epics of Homer. In the 

first seven lines he describes simply and concisely what to expect, offering a synopsis of 

the entire work.134 He prepares audiences for the rest of the story by demonstrating how 

he blends traditional religion and mythology with historical events. Vergil is incredibly 

careful in his word choice in the opening line because it is his first impression to 

audiences. In order to make sure it was effective, he imitated the well-established 

technique of Homer, a strategy recommended by Cicero, Rhetorica ad Herennium, and 

Quintilian.135 Lastly, Vergil does use prologue terminology twice. He uses exordia in 

Book IV.284 and VII.40. In Book IV, it occurs after the god Mercury, on the order of 

Jupiter, informs Aeneas he must leave Dido and return to Italy to fulfill his destiny. The 

line, “Quae prima exordia sumat?” is part of Aeneas thoughts on how to tell Dido he 

must leave her. In Book VII, “et primae revocabo exordia pugnae” occurs during 

                                                
133 Vergil, Aeneid, I.275-280; VI. 690-695; VIII.340-345, 635-640. 
134 Richard H. Lansing, “Vergil’s Homage to Homer in Aeneid, 1.1-7,” Vergilius 54 (2008): 3-8. 
135 In particular, Vergil, like most good Roman poets of his day, avoided a hexametric construction that 
could be mistaken for pentametric. The fact that the opening line breaks this tendency is notable and 
probably purposeful. Clifford Weber, “Metrical Imitatio in the Proem to the Aeneid,” Harvard Studies in 
Classical Philology 91 (1987): 261-271. 
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Vergil’s invocation of the muse Erato to aid in the second half of the story. Raymond 

Starr argues that the latter use suggests Vergil’s first use of exordium consciously 

references rhetorical strategy.136 He was considering, as good prologue writers ought, 

what was appropriate for the situation. This was appropriate for Roman audiences who 

would appreciate a well-constructed speech and understand why in a difficult situation 

Aeneas would turn to the principles of rhetoric. Most pertinent to this dissertation, 

Aeneas thinks about how to start his speech and seriously considers his options. 

Vergil’s prologues had some Latin parallels. Cato the Elder liked to use 

distinctive and referential syntax to open his works. His lost prose history, Origines, 

opened its prologue in hexameter – in fact, the same meter used in Homer and Vergil’s 

prologues – before breaking down to more regular prose. Livy (64/59 BCE – 17 CE) in 

the History of Rome (Ab urbe condita) and Tacitus in Annales copied this technique 

which, combined with Vergil, show that the Romans had some type of agreement that a 

prologue should include a literary hook to snag audiences as quickly as possible.137 The 

preference here would be to evaluate the prologue to Origines, but it is not extant in any 

complete form.138  

J. Bradford Churchill suggests that because the structure of the prologue to 

Origines is similar to that of On Agriculture (De agri cultura) by Cato the Elder, one of 

the oldest surviving complete works in Latin prose, it might be possible to make 

reasonable inferences about Cato’s historical prologue and thoughts on history.139 For 

                                                
136 Raymond Starr, “Aeneas the Rhetorician: ‘Aeneid IV’, 279-295,” Latomus 62, no. 1 (Jan.-Mar. 2003): 
36-46. 
137 J. Bradford Churchill, “On the Content and Structure of the Prologue to Cato’s ‘Orignes’,” Illinois 
Classical Studies 20 (1995): 100-101. 
138 For extant fragments, see Martine Chassignet, ed., Les Origines: Fragments, Collection Des Universites 
de France Serie Latine, no. 277 (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1986). 
139 Churchill, “Prologue to Cato,” 94-95. 



Texas Tech University, Lane J. Sobehrad, August 2017 

 82 

example, On Agriculture opens with another syntactic hook – paradox – a technique 

supported by later writers such as Quintilian, Sallust, and Cicero.140 On Agriculture does 

illustrate some universal themes in the prologue tradition and is the best surviving 

surrogate for the lost prologue of Cato’s Origines. Traditionally, it is described, like On 

Agriculture itself, as seemingly unorganized, and without an explicit purpose. Adrian 

Gratwick has convincingly claimed that this interpretation is a misunderstanding arising 

because its structure is different than most Greek and Latin prologues.141 His explication 

is exhaustive and masterful, and does not need to be reproduced here. However, his 

conclusions serve to prove one of the main arguments of this dissertation, namely that 

prologue themes follow a continuous tradition across literary genres. Gratwick shows that 

the six sentences comprising Cato’s prologue are a deliberate choice to illustrate 

oratorical categories used to pursue more general didactic goals. 142 This conclusion 

aligns with an anonymous rhetorical treatise that cites Cato’s general position on history, 

which may be cited from the first lines of the prologue to Origines.143  

In both cases, Cato tries to assert the value of his arguments and provide 

proverbial statements to justify them. This is all “for the general good” (generaliter 

commendasse), pursued through moral actions with practical application (utilitas), 

                                                
140 See Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, 9.3.86, Sallust, Jugurthine War, The Conspiracy of Cataline, tr. S.A. 
Handford (New York: Penguin, 1963), 31, and Cicero, Orations: Philippics 1-6, ed. and tr. D.R. 
Shackleton Bailey, J.T. Ramsey, and Gesine Manuwald (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009), 4.8. 
For a similar structure, see Calpurnius Flaccus, The Declamations of Calpurnius Flaccus, ed. Lewis 
Susman (Leiden: Brill, 1994), 26-28; Gratwick, “Cato’s Preface,”  48. 
141 Gratwick, “Cato’s Preface,” 41-72. 
142 Gratwick, “Cato’s Preface,” 69, cites (1) proposition; (2) proof by exempla and authority; (3) 
counterargument; (4) qualification and justification of the argument; (5) excursus; (6) conclusion echoing 
(1). 
143 See Appendix I for text and translation. Churchill, 94-95; Carl Halm ed., “Excerpta Rhetorica,” in 
Rhetores Latini Minores. Ex condicibus maximam partem primum adhitibus (Leipzig: B.G. Teubner, 1863), 
588-589. 



Texas Tech University, Lane J. Sobehrad, August 2017 

 83 

responsible planning (securitas), and integrity (honestas).144 The benefits of farming to 

society are obvious to Cato, and he reminds his audience of this by bookending his 

prologue with praises for them. Rhetorically, the first positive statement serves to 

introduce the audience to the subject at hand, after which Cato addresses his methodology 

and strategy for the work. He must end with another positive statement to reinforce the 

idea that agriculture and its participants are worthy subjects. This strategy would have 

been necessary for Cato’s upper-class audience, who perhaps might favor the more 

lucrative financial ventures that Cato thought less honest than farming, such as trade, 

investment, or money-lending. For Origines, Cato probably made similar assertions. 

History was viewed as a leisure activity by the Romans, and like farming, he reminded 

his audience of the practical benefits of history, made even more important because the 

leading Romans should make practical use of their leisure time to benefit the state – 

something the average farmer would not be able to do, but the average senator would.  

Cicero, citing Cato as an influence, makes a similar claim in the prologue to the 

first book of Tusculan Disputations (c.45 BCE) on the use of philosophy to the Republic:  

 It was…late before poets were either known or received among us; though we 
 find in Cato’s De Origines that the guests used…to sing the praises of famous 
 men…but a speech of Cato’s shows this kind of poetry to have been in no great 
 esteem…Honor nourishes art, and glory is the spur to all studies; while those 
 studies are always neglected in every nation which are looked upon 
 disparagingly…The Greeks held skill in vocal and instrumental music as a very 
 important accomplishment…For this reason musicians flourished in Greece; 
 music was a general study…we early entertained an esteem for the orator…[but] 
 philosophy has been at a low ebb even to this present time, and has had no 
 assistance from our own language, and so now I have undertaken to raise and 
 illustrate it.145   
 

                                                
144 Gratwick, “Cato’s Preface,” 57. 
145 Cicero, Tusculan Disputations, I.2, ed. and tr. J.E. King (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1927),  
8-11. 
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 Thus, the earliest extant examples of Roman prologue entertain a serious 

discussion of theory and methodology as it applies to a text’s main subjects (narratio), 

whether it is agriculture, history, or philosophy. Cicero used Cato to argue that Romans 

have the ability to pursue and participate in any literary category, provided they can 

reasonably show its value to the state – i.e. following the general prologue structures to 

entice and prepare a potentially unwilling audience for the text ahead. Though it is 

bookended by praise for farmers and farming, the middle of the prologue of On 

Agriculture discusses the differences between farming and the “res from res” occupations 

such as trade, investment, and money-lending, noting that while the alternatives certainly 

had their virtues and benefits, farming was ultimately better because it relied less on 

luck.146 Trade investing had utilitas and honestas because trade benefited Rome and a 

good trader would not deceive his clients, but lacked securitas since transporting goods 

involved a high degree of risk. Money-lending had utilitas and securitas since it put more 

currency into the state and was secured by administrative mechanisms, but it lacked 

honestas because Romans viewed it as usury. Farming, because it met all three criteria, 

was for the common good.147 

 It may seem that this concise prologue is being overanalyzed, but consider the 

advice of the rhetoricians above that a good prologue completes its intended tasks while 

being as brief as possible in order to not bore the audience. This would necessitate Cato’s 

clever grammatical constructions and polysemic wordplay. Furthermore, his choice of 

structure is representative of the sections in the main text, which is full of succinct and 

                                                
146 Gratwick, “Cato’s Preface,” 58-61. 
147 Gratwick, “Cato’s Preface,” 62. 
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technical instructions (this also aligns with the annalistic structure of Origines). Cato’s 

prologues lack dialectic exposition, which was not necessary for the purpose of the text.  

 Other authors, such as Livy, required more words. Livy respects traditional 

Roman historiography, even when he disregards its standards. Almost universally, 

Roman historians recognized that the central purpose of history was to reinforce the 

virtues and values of the Roman state. This was a holdover from the Hellenistic tradition 

(with the notable exception of Thucydides). Livy appears to participate in a general 

tradition.148 At the same time, however, a large chunk of Livy’s thoughts remain 

shrouded, thanks to the loss of fully three-fourths of his massive, 142 book History of 

Rome.149 Nonetheless, the greater part of forty books survives, including four prologues. 

There is a general prologue preceding Book I, a few lines before Book II, and formal 

prologues before Books VI and XXXI. 

Twentieth-century scholarship has viewed Livy’s methodology largely as 

archaiologia, a classical form of historiography that applies history’s general methods 

and rational investigation, but not as strict historical inquiry along the lines laid out by 

writers such as Polybius (c.200-c.118 BCE), whose dry and precise history is often 

viewed as “a single unitary reality, structured out of objective facts.”150 Livy, instead, 

argues that “But whatever opinions may be formed or criticisms passed upon these and 

similar [divine/supernatural] traditions, I regard them as of small importance. The 

subjects to which I would ask each of my readers to devote his earnest attention are these 

                                                
148 P.G. Walsh, “Livy’s Preface and the Distortion of History,” The American Journal of Philology 76, no. 
4 (1955): 369. 
149 Philip Stadter, “The Structure of Livy’s History,” Historia: Zeitschrift für Alte Geshichte 21, no. 2 
(1972): 287. 
150 James Davidson, “The Gaze in Polybius’ Histories,” The Journal of Roman Studies 81 (1991): 10. 
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– the life and morals of the community.”151 There was truth and virtue to be gained even 

in a fantastic accounting of the past. Archaiologia was especially popular in national 

histories that often had legendary or divine origins and ancestors that could not 

reasonably be changed from fabulae to facta – truth was to be found in both and thus the 

purpose of history left uncompromised. The prologues of Herodotus and Thucydides both 

agree with these ideas, and Livy echoes them, noting that he will not comment on the 

supernatural aspects of Rome’s founding.  

In his prologues, Livy lays out a description of history heavily influenced by 

Sallust. Generally, his definition of history is nothing unique: he evokes the standard 

maxim of “examples from the past for the present to imitate,” cited from Herodotus right 

through to the modern age. However, Livy approaches the topic with a less than 

optimistic point of view, arguing that contemporary society was mired in moral 

turpitude.152 Prologue §4 cites systemic decay centuries in the making, §5 notes the 

seemingly endless cycle of civil discontent, and §9 decries the declining morals of the 

Roman population.153 But the plea to solve the moral problems plaguing Rome is a 

quandary to Livy, because he states that history offers potentially beneficial examples to 

Roman society, but some of these examples have been lost to legend or oblivion and the 

moral position of Roman society is so bad he doubts anyone would be able to pick the 

good examples from the bad in order to “see…the clear light of historical truth.” Alas, the 

truth Livy wished to convey to his readers evaded them. His work is deeply indebted to 

historians such as Sallust and epic poets such as Ennius. Curiously, despite praising 

                                                
151 Livy, The Early History of Rome: Books I-V of The History of Rome from Its Foundation, tr. Aubrey de 
Sélincourt (New York: Penguin Books, 2002), I.9. 
152 Paul Burton, “Livy’s Preface and Its Historical Context,” Scholia: Studies in Classical Antiquity 17 
(2008): 73, 83-85. 
153 Livy, History of Rome, I.1-9. 
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poetry in §6 and §13, the poetic structure Livy uses in the first lines of History of Rome 

has been crossed out or changed in most of the extant manuscripts (Quintilian is a notable 

exception).154  

John Moles argues these emendations result from an interpretive gap between 

Livy and his audiences.155 Livy understood the benefit of looking to the ancient past, 

“retracing all those pristine records, free from all the anxiety which can disturb the 

historian of his own time,” while his readers wish to “hurry on to these modern days in 

which the might of a long paramount nation is wasting by internal decay.”156 His 

statement is threefold: history provides an escape into the past free from the turmoil of 

modern life; it allows for a more objective interpretations of the lessons offered by the 

past; and it leads to the perception of the ancient past as somehow better than the present, 

giving it auctoritas. Of course, using the past in these ways necessitates some form of 

imitatio, and for the Roman historians this meant obtaining accurate information, as in 

Dionysius of Halicarnassus’ Roman Antiquities, updating existing works in a modern 

style, as in Sallust’s Jugurthine War, and improving upon the works of one’s 

predecessors, as in Josephus’ Jewish Antiquities.157 Livy is modest and careful in his 

approach to history because imitatio was so important. By mimicking the style, content, 

or other features of the ancients he also invites comparisons to them, and since he is 

writing a history of Rome from its legendary past, he invites comparison to all other 

histories. Thus his modesty, though unusual for Roman historians, is understandable 

                                                
154  John Moles, “Livy’s Preface,” The Cambridge Classical Journal, Proceedings of the Cambridge 
Philological Society 39 (January 1994): 141. 
155 Moles, “Livy’s Preface,” 143, 148. 
156 Livy, History of Rome, I.4-5. 
157 William Heineman tr., The Roman Antiquities of Dionysius of Halicarnassus, vol. I (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1940), I.1.4; Sallust, The Jugurthine War, 1.4-5; Josephus, Jewish Antiquities, 
vol. I (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1930), pr.1. 
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under such historiographic pressure.158 Indeed, Livy begins his history by utilizing the 

humility topos, writing, “I am aware that for historians to make [an] extravagant claim is, 

and always has been, all too common…I must comfort myself with the greatness and 

splendour of my rivals.”159  

In fact, the perceived quality of Livy’s work is secondary as long as readers are 

learning something useful and productive from the past, from the “uncorrupted 

monuments of historians” (incorruptis rerum gestarum monumentis).160 He contrasts this 

directly with “beautiful fables of poets” (poeticis…decora fabulis) and does not view 

them as mutually exclusive. In On Invention, 1.23, Cicero supports mingling poetry and 

history to win over an audience, noting that objective truth, since it is incorruptis, cannot 

be harmed by a little fabula. However, Livy later uses an alternative definition of 

historical monuments in §10: “that you look at [historical] examples of every kind with 

clarity as an instructional monument” (omnis te exempli documenta in inlustri posita 

monumento intueri).161 This dual interpretation of monumentum was common for Latin 

writers and allowed them to commemorate the past while simultaneously admonishing 

the present and future.162 Looking forward to Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages, Livy 

is part of the Roman precedent that helped establish prologues that set out moral lessons 

through historical exempla, making the text itself part of the memorial process. 

 Tacitus (c.55 BCE – c.120 CE) expresses his opinion on the place of virtue and 

morality in stark, often pessimistic terms. Scholars, even when treating his individual 
                                                
158 Moles, “Livy’s Preface,” 143. 
159 Livy, History of Rome, 29. 
160 Livy, History of Rome, I.6. 
161 Livy, History of Rome, I.10. 
162 Moles, “Livy’s Preface,” 153; Eugen Cizek, “À propos de la poétique de l’histoire chez Tite-Live,” 
Latomus 51, no. 2 (April – June, 1992): 355, 364. See also, M.J. Wheeldon, “True Stories: The Reception 
of Historiography in Antiquity,” in History as Text: The Writing of Ancient History, ed. Averil Cameron 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1989, 33-63. 
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works, tend to look at his prologues in conjunction with one another. So, the prologues to 

Histories, Annals, and Agricola will be evaluated together, making the subject of this 

brief survey Tacitus, as opposed to Tacitus’ works, and the development of his authorial 

voice. Agricola is first chronologically, and is a biography of Tacitus’ father-in-law. 

Classical authors viewed biography as a distinct genre from history that uses a less 

grandiose perspective and, because of its narrower scope, focuses on the moral 

implications of more minor details. Yet, in Agricola, as in Histories and Annals, Tacitus’ 

prologue begins by contrasting the great deeds of the past with the failings of the 

present.163 Appropriately, he begins with an homage to the past, citing hexameter from 

Cato’s Origines.164 Tacitus is less than optimistic about the current condition of Roman 

society, writing “in that fire the voice of the Roman people and the freedom of the senate 

and the conscience of mankind were being abolished.”165 They are in such dire straights 

that his generation lacks the authority and wherewithal to produce worthwhile texts in the 

first place. Oratory must endure harsh public scrutiny, texts are too often edited or erased, 

and both constitute a real loss of libertas when “bought through inquirers [inquisitiones] 

and the interchange of speech and hearing.”166 

                                                
163 Dylan Sailor provides a useful chart on this strategy in “Becoming Tacitus: Significance and the 
Inconsequentiality in the Prologue of Agricola,” Classical Antiquity 23, no. 1 (April 2004): 144; A.D. 
Leeman, “Structure and Meaning in the Prologues of Tacitus,” Yale Classical Studies 23 (1973): 205. 
164 Compare Tacitus’ first line, “Clarorum virorum facta moresque posteris tradere” to Cato, “clarorum 
virorum atque magnorum non minus otii quam negotii rationem exstare oportet.” Sailor, “Becoming 
Tacitus,” 141; Tacitus, Tacitus: Agricola, I.1, ed. A.J. Woodman, C.S. Kraus (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2014), 41. 
165 Tacitus, Agricola, I.2. 
166 Tacitus, Agricola, I.2 
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 In all Tacitus’ prologues, libertas is supported by its virtuous neighbor veritas.167 

The Roman interpretation of libertas was sharply divided between the republican and 

imperial periods. When Tacitus mentions that “a former age had witnessed the extreme of 

liberty,” “Of the former period… they wrote with equal eloquence and freedom,” and 

“Freedom and the consulship were established by Lucius Brutus,” he is referring to civic 

rights and equality.168 Every member of the Roman citizenry had (theoretical) equality 

before the law. This is contrasted with the libertas of Tacitus’ own imperial age that 

“Nerva Cæsar blended things once irreconcilable, sovereignty and freedom,” “flattery 

involves the shameful imputation of servility, whereas malignity wears the false 

appearance of honesty,” and “a few spoke in vain of the blessings of freedom.”169 This 

libertas was the equality of juridical rights, which Cicero, for example, suggests should 

be proportional to a person’s social status and public reputation.170 

 Tacitus wrote Agricola just as he was venturing into the fray of Roman politics 

and public life. Dylan Sailor convincingly argues that Agricola was a way for Tacitus to 

test his conception of libertas to see what reception his work might receive in a culture 

with serious moral issues.171 At the end of his prologue, he declares that this work and 

those he will write in the future attempt to give memory a voice (voce memoriam), 

                                                
167 Other virtues also make appearances, such as fidelis. See e.g., T.J. Cornell, The Beginnings of Rome: 
Italy and Rome from the Bronze Age to the Punic Wars (c. 1000 – 264 BC) (New York: Routledge, 1995), 
148-149, 376-379. 
168 Tacitus, Agricola, ed. and tr. A.J. Woodman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), I.2; 
Tacitus, Histories Book I, ed. and tr. Cynthia Damon (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), I.1; 
Tacitus, The Annals, ed. and tr. John Yardley and Anthony Barrett (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2008), I.1. 
169 Tacitus, Agricola, I.3; Histories, I.1; Annals, I.4. 
170 Cicero, The Verrine Orations, ed. and tr. L.H.G. Greenwood, vol. I. (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1928), I.1.5, 8-9, 14-15. 
171 Sailor, “Becoming Tacitus,” 140, 156, 158, 171. 
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directly contrasting with the silence of the previous section.172 In order to produce a 

biography that is more than a self-serving text, Tacitus has to overcome the hurdles the 

imperial period has put in front of him and avoid the uncritical, self-serving practice of 

many of his peers.173 

 This kind of critical prologue, especially in front of a stand-alone biography, is 

unusual. While biographies were supposed to comment on topics such as morality and 

virtue, authors generally focused on the specific exempla of the subjects in question and 

the ethical implications of their actions. Tacitus’ prologue for Agricola is more suited for 

a work of broad historical scope, and indeed its themes are found in his Histories and 

Annals. Yet, he concludes this historiographic prologue with a statement fitting fully in 

the biographic tradition, and seemingly counterintuitive to the ideas he explores: 

“Meanwhile this book, intended to do honour to Agricola, my father-in-law, will, as an 

expression of filial regard, be commended, or at least excused.” Are audiences to 

disregard everything previously stated since, according to Tacitus’ own advice, self-

serving works produce little of value? Sailor interprets this as Tacitus providing himself a 

way to deflect criticism in the event that his work was not well received.174 Biographies, 

for the Romans, were often works of pleasure or personal obligation (pietas), and not 

considered serious pieces of literature. However, consider Quintilian’s Institutions of 

Oratory, IV.i.6-7, which states that one strategy to gain the goodwill of audiences in a 

prologue is to make a statement connecting people, including the author, to the cause of 

                                                
172  Ellen O’Gorman, Irony and Misreading in the Annals of Tacitus (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2000), 178. 
173 Leeman, “Structure and Meaning,” 206. 
174 Sailor, “Becoming Tacitus,” 158. 



Texas Tech University, Lane J. Sobehrad, August 2017 

 92 

the speech. He notes, in particular, that in legal cases, the testimony of witnesses is not 

disregarded because they are commenting out of friendship. 

 Prologues provide an opportunity for authors to address audiences directly in 

order to explain their motives, subject matter, methodology, and general historical 

viewpoint. Though the prologue to Agricola is unusual for a biography in its specifics, in 

its general structure it is certainly traditional.175 Tacitus notes his “filial obligation” 

because it is important information for his audiences to know. It is all in pursuit of the 

truth (veritas) of history and the past. In the prologue to Histories, Tacitus argues the 

historian’s duty is to tell the truth for the benefit of posterity. In order to do this, the 

historian must know where to find truth in the first place, and then have the moral 

fortitude to bluntly adhere to it. As noted above, this means freedom (libertas) from 

personal or political motives and freedom to publish the text.176 Tacitus must use eironeia 

in his prologues to Histories and Annals in order to avoid censure or undue criticism, a 

rhetorical technique that Quintilian describes as a “hint to show that we want to be 

understood is not what we are [actually] saying – not necessarily the opposite but 

something hidden and left to the hearer to discover.”177 The process of moral and social 

decay due to human deficiencies necessitates this type of writing, an idea he reiterates in 

all three prologues.  

 Tacitus is cognizant of his position as part of a historical tradition, and he makes 

this strikingly clear in the one paragraph summary of the entirety of Roman history he 

offers in the first paragraph of Annals, where he reduces Livy’s 142 volumes to a few 

                                                
175 Leeman, “Structure and Meaning,” 171. 
176 Contrast this to Livy, who views this type of freedom as the ability of authors to divest themselves from 
outside influences in order to write objective history. 
177 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, IX.ii.65. 
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sentences.178 As in Agricola, Annals begins in hexameter, but instead of any clear 

delineation between prologue and main text (as in Agricola and Histories), Tacitus blends 

the prologue directly into the main narrative. Later, at the beginning of I.16, Tacitus uses 

an unusual phrase generally reserved for transitioning between introductory material and 

narratio: “This was the state of affairs at Rome” (Hic rerum urbanarum status erat). 

Tacitus uses a similar phrase in Histories at the beginning of I.8: “And such was the state 

of feeling in Rome, as far as one can address such a multitude” (Et hic quidem Romae, 

tamquam in tanta multitudine, habitus animorum fuit). These statements are reminiscent 

of the extended prologues of Herodotus and Thucydides, suggesting that the first sections 

of both work serve a prefatory function, as exempla of structure, content, and general 

historical context.  

 

Conclusion            

 Consider the argument of many classical rhetorical treatises that without a 

prologue “the whole speech will seem something lacking a head.”179 This Greek example 

from the first century CE by an author identified as Anonymous Seguarianus 

demonstrates that prologues were considered part of the ‘body’ of good literary and 

oratorical construction. Aristotle advised that prologues should introduce, prepare, and 

persuade, using appropriate methods that depended upon the needs of audiences. Homer 

did this compactly in a couple of lines, while Demosthenes developed formulae that seem 

to take Aristotle’s model as inspiration. Herodotus and Thucydides explored the prologue 

                                                
178 Ellen O’Gorman, “On Not Writing about Augustus: Tacitus’ “Annals” Book I,” Materiali e discussioni 
per l’analisi dei testi classici, no. 35 (1995): 95, 98. 
179 Mervin Dilts and George Kennedy, Two Greek Rhetorical Treatises from the Roman Empire (Leiden, 
Brill, 1997), 10-11. 
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form more fully, incorporating more direct methodological explanation and addressing 

the need to establish authorial voice because they were writing histories, not speeches. 

Underneath the structures of these authors was the desire lead audiences to rhetorical 

truth. Readers and listeners were supposed to learn something in their interactions with a 

text. In the prologue they began to learn what, how, and by what means they began to 

learn. 

 The Romans retained the core Greek principles of the prologue while adding 

complexity and nuance. Cicero and Quintilian actively engaged their rhetorical and 

historical literary traditions, attempting to clarify the principles and ideas of their 

predecessors. Cicero thought prologues should be up to the rigid standards of civil law 

and senatorial debate, while Quintilian tried to present an exhaustive amount of detail to 

readers so that they might construct a well-informed opinion. Both suggest that prologues 

should be direct (principium) and discreet (insinuatio), depending upon the needs of the 

audience and the purpose of the text. The Roman authors examined used these strategies 

to connect audiences to cultural values they commonly agreed were important and helped 

establish a relationship with the past that was both memorial and monumental. 

 Perhaps most importantly, classical authors provided models with which to 

evaluate prologues and exempla that prove that the models were put into effect widely 

and continuously. Quintilian sums up the tradition nicely, advising that there are five key 

pieces of information that most prologues should address: information about the author 

(name, profession, ambitions, pretensions); information on the subject (its nature and 

importance); information about the author’s methodology and historiographic ideology 
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(memoria, monumentum, veritas, documentum); information about the author’s historical 

point of view; summary of earlier events180 

 This chapter’s description of classical prologue methods and exempla acts as a 

kind of prologue itself. It is certainly not an exhaustive treatment of classical rhetoric or 

prologues, but it presents dominant trends and themes. It has attempted to establish the 

expectations (i.e. to prepare you) for the prologues that will occupy the remainder of this 

dissertation. A set of general principles has been developed, as well as variations within 

those general principles.  

 The origins of medieval prologues have been established. The influence of this 

tradition will continue well past the end of this dissertation’s chronology, whether 

through quotation, reference, or guidance. The next step is to examine the form medieval 

prologues develop during late antiquity, roughly the third to seventh centuries. The 

classical methods and theory discussed in this chapter still predominate in the late Roman 

and post-Roman world, but must contend with an emerging body of Christian scholars 

and theologians who have a different philosophic and historiographic focus than the 

ancient Greeks and Romans. 

                                                
180 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, X.1; Leeman, “Structure and Meaning,” 170. 
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CHAPTER II 
 

THE LATE ANTIQUE PROLOGUE TRADITION 
 
Lord God! Since at the beginning of faith so many men translated [the Bible] into Latin, 
and to [the] great profit of Latin men, that too, [a] simple creature of God [can] translate 
into English, for the profit of English men.1 
  
 Despite its modern name, the so-called General Prologue of the Wycliffite Bible 

was written by John Purvey (c.1354-1414). He intends this as a prologue to the Old 

Testament up to the Prophets, providing summaries of every book from Genesis to the 

Song of Solomon, and later providing another prologue before Isaiah. Indeed, the first 

eleven chapters are summaries and introductions of the content and moral lessons in these 

books. The last four chapters are a collection of hermeneutic and rhetorical concepts used 

in the construction of the Wycliffite Bible.  

 Purvey and his colleagues used basically the five broad compositional categories 

presented by James J. Murphy in his handbook on medieval rhetoric: logic, explication 

(e.g. commentaries), grammar, letter-writing, sermons.2 The General Prologue claims to 

be inspired by Jerome, Augustine, Gregory the Great, John Chrysostom, Tyconius, 

Isidore of Seville, Nicholas of Lyra, and other “elde biblis, and othere doctouris, and 

comune glosis,” making it a true example of the medieval rhetorical tradition.3 

Furthermore, its insistence “that we take not to the lettre…but the spirit, that is, goostly 

vnderstanding” of Scripture in order to come to “trewe vnderstanding” (i.e. universal, 

divine, capital “T” Truth) shows a connection to the Ciceronian distinction between 

                                                
1 Bold letters are my changes. John Purvey, “General Prologue,” in The Holy Bible…by John Wycliffe and 
his Followers, ed. Josiah Forshall and Fredderic Madden, vol. I (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1850), 
59. 
2 He uses them in his table of contents. See James J. Murphy, ed., Medieval Eloquence: Studies in the 
Theory and Practice of Medieval Rhetoric (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978). 
3 Purvey, “General Prologue,” 32-33, 57-59. 
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direct and discreet speech discussed in the previous chapter.4 In addition the prologue 

offers the four traditional types of Scriptural interpretation and another seven principles 

given by Tyconius (fl. 4th cent.) in The Book of Rules, later repeated by Augustine in On 

Christian Doctrine.5 

 The Wycliffite Bible was the first complete English Bible. The project probably 

began at Oxford in the 1380s and was finished in the 1390s. A team (or possibly teams) 

of scholars translated Jerome’s Vulgate Latin into a Midland dialect.6 There is no 

evidence that John Wycliff (1320-1384) contributed to the text that often popularly bears 

his name, though he likely supported the project.7 It survives in over two hundred and 

fifty full or partial copies owned by people from virtually every facet of society. Many of 

the manuscripts contain glosses, interlinear commentary, and introductory materials to 

prepare and explain important or tricky passages.8   

 This chapter seeks to reveal the late antique roots of prologue traditions like those 

found in the Wycliffite Bible.9 Writers in the medieval world were critically concerned 

                                                
4 Purvery, “General Prologue,” 44; Rita Copeland, “Wycliffite Ciceronianism? The General Prologue to the 
Wycliffite Bible and Augustine’s De Doctrina Christiana,” in Rhetoric and Renewal in the Latin West 
1100-1540: Essays in Honour of John O. Ward (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 185-200. 
5 The four traditional types are (1) literal, (2) allegorical, (3) moral, (4) anagogic. Purvey, “General 
Prologue,” 43; Tychonius’ seven principles are (1) On the Body of the Lord. (2) Homoousios, (3) On 
promises and laws, (4) On particulars and universals, (5) On times, (6) On recapitulation, (7) On the devil 
and his body. It is repeated by Augustine in De Doctrina Christiana, Book III.30. Tyconius, Tyconius: The 
Book of Rules, tr. William Babcock (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 1989); The Book of Rules of 
Tyconius, ed. F.C. Burkitt (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1894). 
6 Anne Hudson, The Premature Reformation: Wycliffite Texts and Lollard History (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1988), Ch. 5. 
7 Jocelyn Wogan-Browne et al., ed., The Idea of the Vernacular: An Anthology of Middle English Literary 
Theory, 1280-1520 (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1999), 91. 
8 Conrad Lindberg, “The Manuscripts and Version of the Wycliffite Bible: A Preliminary Survey,” Studia 
Neophilogica 42 (1970): 333-347; See also Hudson, “Books and Their Survival: The Case of English 
Manuscripts of Wyclif’s Latin Works,” Viator: Medieval Manuscripts, Their Makers and Users: A Special 
Issue in Honor of Richard and Mary Rouse 29, no. 1 (January 2011): 225-244. 
9 The boundary between the classical world, late antiquity, and the Middle Ages is up for some debate. I 
use the periodization found in the introduction to Late Antiquity: A Guide to the Postclassical World, ed. 
G.W. Bowerstock, Peter Brown, & Oleg Grabar (Cambridge: Harvard Unviersity Press, 1999), that the 
period between 250 and 800 CE was not a disintegration of everything Roman, but a continuous historical 
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about preserving and using classical learning for their own ends. This began with 

encyclopedists such as Cassiodorus (c.485-c.585) and Isidore of Seville (c.560-636), who 

uncritically transmitted this knowledge in its entirety, and with grammarians such as 

Priscian and Hermogenes who tried to systematize it for their contemporaries. At the 

same time, clerics such as Augustine and his student Orosius used received traditions of 

classical rhetoric to construct authority for themselves and other writers. This was a two-

stage process. The first stage was the individual process of composing a text, and the 

second stage was the social activity that depended upon how a given community utilized 

the text.10 The individual author is often concerned with the “memory of words” 

(memoria verborum), especially if it is important to know precise wording. Hugh of St. 

Victor (c.1096-1141), in The Three Best Memory Aids for Learning History, suggests 

constructing a mental “house of wisdom” to help readers learn the Psalms.11 However, 

much more important for readers, as the General Prologue recommends, is the “trewe 

vnderstanding” or the “memory of things” (memoria rerum). For example, On the Six 

Wings of the Seraph by Alan of Lille (c.1128-c.1202) was supposed to remind readers of 

certain penitential things, but did not require a particular series of linguistic signs in the 

Augustinian sense.12 Perhaps unsurprisingly, there are classical equivalents. Rhetorica ad 

Herennium distinguishes between natural and artificial memory, which the authors calls 

                                                                                                                                            
process in distinct geographic and cultural contexts. The debate over late antique periodization is summed 
up nicely by Arnaldo Marcone, “A Long Late Anqituity?: Considerations on a Controversial 
Periodization,” Journal of Late Antiquity 1, no. 1 (Spring 2008): 4-19. 
10 Carruthers, The Book of Memory, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 234-235. 
11 Hugh of St. Victor, “The Three Best Memory Aids for Leaning History,” tr. Mary Carruthers, in The 
Medieval Craft of Memory: An Anthology of Texts and Pictures, ed. Carruthers and Jan Ziolkowski 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004), 32-40. 
12 Alan of Lille, “On the Six Wings of the Seraph,” tr. Bridget Balint, in Carruthers and Ziolkowski, 83-
102. 
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the “guardian of all the parts of rhetoric.”13 Thus, the General Prologue’s statement that it 

will be for the “profit of English men” invokes an English community and suggests that 

to be a part of that community requires a familiarity with textual authority and tradition. 

This cannot be accomplished if authors do not tell their audiences at the outset of the text 

the “how,” “what,” and “why” of remembering in the manner prescribed by the text – 

why the author’s true understanding in valid. Prologues, then, are essential both for the 

individual success of a text and in establishing a community-based Christian morality. 

 Medieval historical authors were aware of their role in a landscape of shifting 

boundaries. They had to balance this role of authority with the authority of past traditions, 

both literary and cultural. What this chapter argues is that the classical prologue tradition 

outlined in the previous chapter was alive and well in the late antique and post-Roman 

world. However, it had to be modified in order to fit a wider, more diverse readership. In 

particular, writers had to contend with the triumph of Christianity and its new view of the 

relationship between the natural and supernatural. Writers also had to address the 

contemporary needs and expectations of their audiences while maintaining the core 

concepts of the authoritative classical tradition. This meant significantly altering existing 

literary genres in order to make classical pagan texts acceptable to an increasingly 

Christianized audience. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
13 Rhetorica ad Herennium, III.16. 
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Transmitting Prologues from the Ancients to late antiquity    

Victorinus and the Commentary Tradition 

 It is wise, perhaps, to begin with an example that directly connects late antiquity 

to the classical tradition. Medievalists often present Jerome (c.347-420) and his universal 

chronicle as a bridge between the classical and medieval historical traditions – his 

prologue is examined in the next section. Under the entry for 354 CE, Jerome mentions 

two teachers, “Victorinus the Rhetorician” and “Donatus the Grammarian.”14 The latter, 

Aelius Donatus, produced one of the most popular textbooks of basic grammar in the 

Middle Ages, the Ars Minor, an abridged version of his longer Ars Maior. Unfortunately, 

neither work discusses prologues. Marius Victorinus (fl. 4th cent.) was less popular, but 

no less influential. Like Donatus, his life is obscure. What is known is found primarily in 

Augustine’s Confessions (397-400 CE).15Augustine said he was “extremely learned and 

most expert in all the liberal disciplines,” and he was so well respected he was given a 

statue in Trajan’s forum.16 Augustine was particularly impressed with Victorinus’ 

conversion to Christianity, noting that, “when a law was promulgated forbidding 

Christians to teach literature and rhetoric, Victorinus welcomed the law and preferred to 

abandon the school of loquacious chattering rather than your [God’s] word.”17 

                                                
14 Merton College MS 315, f. 146v: “Victorinus rhetor et Donatus grammaticus preceptor meus romae in 
signes habentur.” See Chapter 1, n.111. 
15 Augustine, Confessions, tr. Henry Chadwick (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 8.2-5. 
16 This location was the most important venue for public honorifics in the fourth and fifth century. The 
statue is also mentioned in Jerome’s chronicle further down the entry for 354 CE: See Robert Chenault, 
“Statues of Senators in the Forum of Trajan and the Roman Forum in Late Antiquity,” The Journal of 
Roman Studies 102 (2012): 103, 111-112. 
17 The law in question was one by Julian the Apostate (r.361-363) in June 362, which states that the 
Christian use of pagan texts was antithetical to the beliefs of both groups. Pagan literature and religion were 
inseparable from one another. Though Augustine admires Victorinus’ conviction, he was critical of the law 
itself as an oppressive persecution. See Augustine, City of God, tr. Henry Bettenson (New York: Penguin, 
1971, 2003), 18.52; Chadwick, Confessions, 139-140, n.9; W.C. Wright, tr., Julian, 3 vols. (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1913-1923), 3: letter 36. 
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 Modern scholars praise Victorinus for translating Aristotle’s Categories and On 

Interpretation from Greek into Latin; medieval audiences, however, treasured more his 

commentaries on Cicero’s works and the Pauline epistles.18 Most significant for the study 

of prologues is his commentary on Cicero’s On Invention which, like Jerome’s world 

chronicle, acts as a bridge between the methods of antiquity and the Middle Ages. In his 

commentary, Victorinus cites passages and ideas from a large number of ancient sources, 

from Aristotle and Herodotus to Cato and Terence to Clement of Alexandria, showing his 

wide education and the importance ascribed to received traditions. For modern scholars, 

such commentaries provide a useful historiographic point of view. They are snapshots of 

communities in the past attempting to comprehend authors and ideas they considered 

significant. Comparing commentaries of major medieval writers on selected topics of 

antiquity makes it possible to track intellectual and cultural trends.19 

 Victorinus’ commentary on On Invention survives in fifty manuscripts spread out 

across medieval Europe.20 About half were written prior to the twelfth century, followed 

by a gap in extant manuscripts; the other half were written in the fifteenth century. This 

lacuna indicates that something was going on. Why did Victorinus seem to vanish after 

centuries of regular circulation? Furthermore, why did he reemerge in the fifteenth 

century? The answers to these questions are outside the scope of this dissertation, but 

they serve to show that the interests of medieval authors and audiences changed over 

time. Interest in Cicero never waned in the Middle Ages, but the preferred techniques of 

interpreting the magister eloquentiae certainly did. Early Christians found Roman 

                                                
18 Frederick F. Bruce, “Marius Victorinus and His Works,” The Evangelical Quarterly 18 (1946): 132-153. 
19 John O. Ward, “From Antiquity to Renaissance: Glosses and Commentaries on Cicero’s Rhetorica,” in 
Medieval Eloquence, ed. James J. Murphy (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978), 25, 30, 60. 
20 Ward, “Glosses and Commentaries,” 37. 
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rhetoric useful because, at the time, Christianity was perceived to be inherently rhetorical. 

That is, the Church Fathers were incredibly concerned with the “matter” (materia) of 

Christianity – how to define particular words, how to interpret sentences in a variety of 

legitimate ways, and how to communicate the truth of their religion to others. Augustine, 

for example, argues this is best learned through imitating the practices of those who 

mastered rhetoric and grammar, even if they had not learned their formal rules.21 Thus, 

the many direct and indirect citations found in commentaries like Victorinus’ serve to 

lend the author legitimacy, to show his erudition, and to illustrate a broader imitative 

intellectual tradition.22 

 Victorinus first mentions prologues by comparing Cicero’s divisions of a speech 

to Aristotle’s. He notes that Aristotle’s four parts of a speech lack the section on proof 

(confirmationem) and refutation (reprehensionem) that are most critical to a successful 

orator because they are where the speaker “plants his arguments” and responds to his 

opponents.23 These precepts must be handed down from the very beginning of the 

prologue. Here, Victorinus cleverly uses “principio exordii.” Principium, at this point, is 

a commonly used word for introductory material in addition to its general use as simply 

“beginning” (see also Cicero’s definition, above Ch. 1). This emphasizes that an orator’s 

argument should immediately take central importance and reinforces the role of the 

prologue in this task. 

                                                
21 Augustine, De Doctrina Christiana, 4.3.5, 4.5.8, 4.12.28. 
22 The Catalogus Translationum et Commentarium, published by the Pontifical Institute of Medieval 
Studies at the University of Toronto, offers a good general index of classical commentaries and translations 
produced in the medieval world up to 1600 CE. Even though it is not comprehensive, it provides 
bibliographies and summaries for 1,852 unique texts. Convenient for the research and argument of this 
dissertation, each commentary is introduced by its incipit and explicit. Except for the current volume, the 
entire catalog is offered open access. See http://catalogustranslationum.org/index.php/research/index-of-
translators-and-commentators, accessed November 5, 2016. 
23 Marius Victorinus, Commenta in Ciceronis Rhetorica, ed. Thomas Riesenweber (Berlin: De Gruyter, 
2013), I.19. Unless otherwise noted, Victorinus’ citations directly correspond to Cicero’s De Inventione. 
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 In the next section of the text, Victorinus calls Cicero’s definition “optimal” and 

argues that his model can be used for all six parts of a speech, not just the prologue.24 

Like all of the authors in chapter one of this dissertation, he asserts that prologues are 

meant to generate good will and excite minds. He also specifies that good will is 

promoted by the middle four parts of a speech, while the exciting of minds is best left for 

the prologue and epilogue. This part is curious, because Cicero does indeed state that 

there are four methods to generate good will, but does not specify specific locations for 

them. Cicero claims good will may be generated from our own character, an adversary, a 

judge, or the cause of the speech itself (ab nostra, ab adversariorum, ab iudicum 

persona, a causa).25 Victorinus conflates these four causes with the middle four sections 

of a speech – the narration, classification, proof, and refutation (narratione, partitione, 

confirmatio, reprehensio). The confusion may lie in Cicero’s word choice. He uses “ex 

locis” to indicate the types of topic (i.e. Aristotle’s topoi) that may be used to generate 

good will, which Victorinus reasonably assumes also indicate a structural location in a 

speech. However, in On Invention, Cicero always uses locus/loci as part of an associative 

process, not as a collection of explicit rules.26 That is, the headings and sub-headings 

typically listed after Cicero’s use of locus serve to refer orators to particular aspects of a 

given topic, which help them to better understand the specific critical matter (materia).27  

 At the same time, Victorinus and his contemporaries used locus in what Daniel 

Mortensen labels the “affective sense,” whereby authoritative passages were supposed to 

be memorized by students and imitated through exercise, at which point their lessons 

                                                
24 Victorinus, Commenta, I.20: “An exordium is an oration appropriately preparing the mind of the listener 
for the rest of the speech.”. 
25 Cicero, De Inventione, I.22. 
26 Daniel Mortensen, “The Loci of Cicero,” Rhetorica 26, no. 1 (Winter 2008): 36-39. 
27 Cicero, De Oratore, II.145-146. 
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were to be applied in the composition of speeches, and finally become exempla in their 

own right for the benefit of future students.28 Thus, Victorinus is not misinterpreting 

Cicero, but applying the principle of locus in a way that reflects the intellectual 

preferences of his time. As mentioned above, medieval writers wanted to work out both 

the “memory of words” and the “memory of things,” meaning Victorinus wanted to 

understand Cicero’s rhetorical structures and the underlying reason for those structures. 

In light of this, Victorinus’ next sentence in which he parses Cicero’s opening statement 

on prologues is not contradictory, but indicative of multiple interpretive levels in a way 

not dissimilar to Biblical exegesis: “He [Cicero] says, ‘The exordium is an oration,’ for 

every part [of an oration] is an oration.”29 Good will should be generated in every part of 

a speech, not just the middle four, even though the middle four are the best places for its 

principles to be found.  

 Multiple interpretive levels are made more explicitly clear in his next section, 

which discusses the reasons for the difference between Aristotelian and Ciceronian 

prologue causes (genera causarum). As with the parts of a speech, Victorinus follows the 

Greek types (demonstrative, deliberative, judicial) with the Roman types (honesty, 

admiration, humility, uncertainty, obscurity).30 Later Roman writers struggled with the 

distinction between these types of causes, unsure of whether to defer to Greek or Roman 

authority.  Quintilian, for example, surveys the types of causes and divisions of oratory 

from a number of ancient authors, concluding that it is probably best to defer to scholarly 

                                                
28 Mortensen, “The Loci of Cicero,” 47-51. 
29 Repeated by Boethius, De Topicis Diferentiis, 1207D.36-40. See, e.g. the three levels of Biblical 
interpretation in Origen of Alexandria, De Principiis, ed. and tr. A. Roberts, J. Donaldson, and A.C. Coxe, 
ANF vol. 4 (Buffalo: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1885), IV.8-14. 
30 Alternatively as epideictic, legislative, and forensic. 
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consensus.31 However, he adds that even if one defers to the accepted Aristotelian 

tripartite division, rhetoric’s classification is not as simple as it seems, for “using such 

division is easy and smooth rather than true. All [three types] stand in a certain mode of 

mutual aid.”32  

 Victorinus does not cite Quintilian explicitly, but he, too, sees the complexity of 

rhetorical division.33 Cicero identifies his five divisions as causa, which Victorinus 

repeats, but then further distinguishes with the terms quality (qualitas) and substance 

(substantia), illustrating the terms with an analogy that would be appropriate in a 

classroom setting: “There are two kinds of folio: parchment and papyrus.”34 The singular 

quality of the folio is being either parchment or papyrus, while its substance is whether it 

is actually parchment or papyrus. He explains further that, “There are three kinds of folio: 

long, wide, and square.” Again, its singular quality is being long, wide, or square, while 

its substance is whether it is actually long, wide, or square. If a folio is defined as having 

the former quality, then it cannot have the substance of the latter quality, and vice versa. 

However, it can be defined as having both qualities, and thus both substances. 

Alternatively, if a folio is defined as having a particular substance (e.g. parchment), it can 

be assumed it also has its associated quality. This kind of division is standard in late 

antique Neo-Platonic writers, for example Porphyry (c.234-c.305 CE) who distinguishes 

                                                
31 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, III.4. 
32 Institutio Oratoria, III.4.16. : “…celeri magis ac rutunda usi distributione quam vera. Stant enim 
quodam modo mutuis auxiliis Omnia…Quintilian,”  
33 Quintilian experienced a period of popularity in the fourth and fifth centuries among Christian authors 
such as Tyconius, Hilary of Poitiers, and Rufinus. See Charles Kannengiesser, “Quintilian, Tyconius and 
Augustine,” Illinois Classical Studies 19 (1994): 239. 
34 Victorinus, Commenta, I.20, p.59. 
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between the terms genus and species.35 A genus may descend to its species, becoming 

increasingly complex, while species may ascend to their genus, finding relatable qualities 

with other species. Thus, for Victorinus there are many ways that the quality/qualities and 

substance(s) of a particular item can relate to one another. He even confirms it in his 

prologue to the commentary.36 Though this level of detail on Victorinus’ breakdown of 

Cicero’s prologue method may seem unnecessary, it is an important example that helped 

establish a precedent for the commentary tradition in the medieval period. For example, 

in the next section, when Boethius simply agrees with Cicero’s rhetorical methods, he is 

able to do so because he has the benefit of scholars like Victorinus who justify his 

argument. 

 So, once a prologue has the fundamental qualities of preparing and persuading, it 

can further establish one or all of the five substances directly (principium) or discreetly 

(insinuatio).37 The particular substance(s) and the specific strategies of the orator depend 

upon the needs of the audience. However, Victorinus urges moderation in prologue 

construction in order to ensure that “in the prologue we should have all those [things] 

which produce dignity for us in our speech.”38 This means following the rules of rhetoric, 

avoiding overly complex ideas, and not referring to super-precise pieces of information 

that would be better suited for the middle portions of the speech. Victorinus ends his 

discussion of prologues by explaining what Cicero meant in his list of prologue faults, 

giving examples of each fault. 

                                                
35 Porphyry, Introduction, ed. Jonathan Barnes (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), ch.2. His Isagoge 
(Introduction) introduced and commented on Aristotle’s Categories, and later became a standard text 
through Boethius’ own commentary on Porphyry.  
36 Virginia Cox and John O. Ward, The Rhetoric of Cicero in Its Medieval and Early Renaissance 
Commentary Tradition (Leiden: Brill, 2006): 411-412. 
37 Victorinus, Commenta, I.20, p.61. 
38 Victorinus, Commenta, I.25. 
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 What is seen in Victorinus is a direct interaction with the classical tradition, both 

Greek and Roman. In the previous chapter, extant sources required pattern recognition 

and parallel themes in an attempt to show how ancient authors interacted with the form 

and function of prologues. By contrast, the commentary tradition makes these influences 

direct and clear. Instead of relying on inference, as with the classical tradition, the 

commentary tradition provides a candid explanation. In addition, the authors and texts 

chosen for commentary show what subjects late antique and medieval writers thought 

important. Finally, the relatively large number of manuscripts of Victorinus’ commentary 

suggests that his ideas received at least moderate circulation, and thus informed the 

medieval reception of Cicero’s On Invention and the early medieval perception of the 

prologue form. John O. Ward, the foremost expert on Cicero’s medieval commentary 

tradition, calls this interaction a “yardstick in intellectual history.”39 Victorinus reconciled 

the classical and early medieval traditions, moving from basic exposition of prologues to 

literary explication.40  

 

 

 

 

                                                
39 John O. Ward has published long essays on Cicero’s medieval commentaries, a monograph, and an 
edited volume with Virginia Cox. See Ward, “From Anqituity to the Renaissance: Glosses and 
Commentaries on Cicero’s Rhetorica,” in Medieval Eloquence, ed. James J. Murphy, 25-67; Ciceronian 
Rhetoric in Treatise, Scholion and Commentary (Turnhout: Brepols, 1995); Ward and Virginia Cox, ed., 
The Rhetoric of Cicero in its Medieval and Early Renaissance Commentary Tradition (Leiden: Brill, 2006); 
“The Medieval and Early Renaissance Study of Cicero’s De Inventione and the Rhetorica ad Herennium: 
Commentaries and Contexts,” in Ward and Cox, 3-69; “Master William of Champeaux, and Some Other 
Early Commentators on the Pseudo-Ciceronian Rhetorica ad Herennium,” in Public Declamations: Essays 
on Medieval Rhetoric, Education, and Letters in Honour of Martin Camargo, ed. Georgiana Donavin and 
Denise Stodola (Turnhout, Brepols, 2015), 21-44. 
40 Ward, “Commentaries and Contexts,” 18. 
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Boethius and the Neo-platonic Tradition 

 Boethius (c.480-524) exemplifies the commentary tradition in his writing on 

Porphyry’s Isagoge, Cicero’s Topica, and Aristotle’s Categories.41 He was arguably the 

most important transmitter of Greek learning to the Middle Ages and his work helped 

establish the basic Latin philosophic vocabulary.42 Boethius actually produced two 

commentaries on Isagoge, one as a young man and one in his last years, 

contemporaneous with his most famous work, On the Consolation of Philosophy.43 The 

differences between the two commentaries show his development as a scholar, but more 

importantly illustrate what became a standard medieval reading pedagogy.44 The first 

commentary is simpler and shorter, the second complex and more than twice as long. As 

the Wycliffite General Prologue discussed at the start of this chapter suggests, medieval 

Christians were supposed to read texts twice (or keep in mind two basic interpretive 

perspectives). The first time a text is read is for comprehension, the second time for 

deeper meaning. In Biblical exegesis these are sometimes called the literal and spiritual 

(i.e. figurative) senses of a given passage. Augustine supports this strategy in On 

Christian Doctrine, but he knows it from earlier traditions.45 The commentaries by 

Boethius incorporate this deeper meaning, and recall Alexandrine, pre-Christian Homeric 

exegesis, where tradition is not a “burden of the past; it is a vital energy, a propulsive as 

much as protective force.”46 

                                                
41 Boethius’s De topicis differentiis, tr. Eleonore Stump (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1978), 14. 
42 De topicis, ed. Stump, 14. 
43 Both are found in PL 64 (Paris, 1847), 9-48, 48-158. 
44 Monika Asztalos, “Boethius as a Transmitter of Greek Logic to the Latin West: The Categories,” 
Harvard Studies in Classical Philology 95 (1993): 389, 405. 
45 See e.g. Augustine, De Doctrina Christiana, II.11-17, III.10-15; Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, IX.2-3; 
Aristotle, Rhetoric, III.10-12, Poetics, XXI-XXIV. 
46 Henri de Lubac, The Motherhood of the Church followed by Particular Churches in the Universal 
Church, tr. Sergia Englund (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1982), 91. See also Robert Lamberton, Homer 
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 Continued use of Boethius and his associated commentary tradition shows how 

medieval audiences interacted with older classical ideas. Their commentaries on Boethius 

show modern scholars how those fragmented ideas were interpreted and applied in a 

medieval intellectual milieu critically focused on theological explanation and imitation.47 

Victorinus and Boethius, in particular, strongly influenced the commentary tradition up to 

the twelfth century, especially on the topic of rhetorical argumentation.48 After he had 

written commentaries on Aristotle and Cicero, Boethius, as a veteran scholar, wrote On 

Different Topics. In his prologue, Boethius (appropriately) offers the context to his main 

argument of the work: “The whole science of discourse…is divided into two parts: one of 

discovering, the other of judging…The part which aids competence in discovering…is 

called ‘Topical’ by us.”49 He goes on to state that Aristotle and Cicero had different ways 

to break up the subject of topics, so the purpose of the present work was to pursue these 

divisions in order to provide “an abundance of arguments…[so] there can be a clear 

distinguishing among the Topics.”50  

 On Different Topics is divided into four books. The first establishes a logical 

vocabulary, the second and third address the topics of Aristotle and Cicero, and the fourth 

attempts to put rhetorical topics into a contemporary framework based on the theory 

established in the previous three books. In the Middle Ages, it is attested in over 170 

manuscript copies produced just between the tenth and fifteenth centuries.51 Book IV was 

especially popular and sometimes circulated independently, often attached to copies of 
                                                                                                                                            
the Theologian: Neoplatonist Allegorical Reading and the Growth of the Epic Tradition (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1986), 1-78. 
47 Sten Ebbesen, “The Traditions of Ancient Logic-cum-Grammar in the Middle Ages – What’s the 
Problem?” Vivarium 45 (2007): 143, 152. 
48 Ward, “Glosses and Commentaries,” 50. 
49 Boethius, De topicis differentiis, 1173C. 
50 Boethius, De topicis differentiis, 1174C. 
51 L.M. de Rijk, “The Chronology of Boethius Works on Logic II,” Vivarium 2, no. 2 (1964): 153n. 
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On Invention and Rhetorica ad Herennium.52 In Book IV, like Victorinus did with quality 

and substance, Boethius distinguishes between dialectic and rhetoric. The former is 

supposed to deal with general questions (thesis) and the latter with specific ones 

(hypothesis), so the topics of each are defined by their breadth or narrowness.53 Whether 

the general or specific takes precedence in a given work is appropriately addressed in the 

prologue (and often readdressed in the epilogue). Nevertheless, Boethius emphasizes that 

the two are inexorably linked, much like Victorinus’ definition of quality and substance, 

“For where the genus is absent, there the species must also be absent, since the genus 

does not leave the species.”54  

 Even so, while Aristotle viewed dialectic and rhetoric as counterparts, Boethius 

thought rhetoric should always be subordinate to dialectic.55 Aristotle attempts to show 

which general patterns apply to all arguments, but he recognizes that particular 

circumstances require particular techniques. Boethius, on the other hand, argues that the 

particulars of a rhetorical argument always refer back to a more general dialectic 

principle. The primary concern of classical authors in rhetorical treatises was their 

potential for practical application, hence their focus on specific instances of general 

principles – i.e. every audience will be a little bit different, but all audiences are 

somewhat similar. Boethius, however, makes rhetoric intellectual (and even theological) 

when he attempts to connect the specific substances of the world to their general qualities 

provided by God. Indeed, Boethius ends On Different Topics by stating this work was 

simply proposition and that his commentary and translation of Cicero’s Topica and that 

                                                
52 Copeland and Sluiter, Medieval Grammar and Rhetoric, 190. 
53 Boethius, De topicis differentiis, 1215D; Michael Leff, “Boethius’ De differentiis topicis, Book IV,” in 
Murphy, Medieval Eloquence, 14. 
54 Boethius, De topicis differentiis, 1216C. 
55 Aristotle, Rhetoric, I.i; Leff, “Book IV,” 15-16. 
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Aristotle’s Topics is where to learn about the production of arguments.56 Boethius’ 

departure from classical imitation was a significant factor in his long-lasting popularity.57 

He himself was conscious of this departure, stating that “The internal complication of the 

rhetorical art is so great that it cannot be easily examined…[for] we have received no 

tradition from the ancient authors…for they taught particulars but did not work at the 

whole at all.”58 In other words, viewing dialectic and rhetoric as counterparts was a 

misstep that he was helping to remedy.  

 It is important to establish Boethius’ connection to ancient intellectual traditions 

and literary conventions in order to understand his admittedly brief commentary on 

prologues. He lists prologues among the expected parts of a speech (he uses prooemium 

and exordium), and once more in the succeeding section: “For unless the five 

aforementioned parts of rhetoric are in exordia…the orator accomplishes nothing.”59 The 

idea that all parts of rhetoric are in each of its respective parts is one that has already been 

mentioned in reference to Boethius, and he repeats it at least four more times in Book IV 

alone. More importantly, however, it points to the critical role of the prologue in literary 

construction. Boethius says that discourse is the instrument rhetoric uses to execute its 

primary function and that its “word is to teach and move (docere movereque)…[its] 

function is to speak well. [Its] end is sometimes to have spoken well, sometimes to 

persuade.”60 The Greeks and Romans taught that the primary function of a prologue was 

to prepare and persuade the audience, which Boethius naturally extended to the other 

                                                
56 Boethius, De topicis differentiis, 1216C-D. 
57 Leff, “De topicis differentiis: Book IV,” 22-23; Copeland and Sluiter, Medieval Rhetoric, 193. Because 
his treatise was an intellectual exercise, it could be, and was, utilized as supplementary material for more 
practical arts, such as poetry, letter-writing, and history.  
58 Boethius, De topicis differentiis, 1207A. 
59 Boethius, De topicis differentiis, 1208D. 
60 Boethius, De topicis differentiis, 1207B; Copeland and Sluiter, Medieval Rhetoric, 201. 
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parts of rhetoric. The implication is that without the prologue, the entire text would be 

missing a critical substance/specific/species that helps explain the whole work’s 

quality/general/genus because they are integrally linked. Without it, readers would 

potentially miss the divinely-given general principles exemplified in their specific 

instances. Boethius provided a unified rhetorical structure for medieval authors to use, 

one that required a prologue for successful execution.  

 In medieval England, for example, Boethius played a prominent role in King 

Alfred the Great’s (871-899) educational and vernacular translation program, where 

scholars have drawn parallels between Boethius’ ideas and theological writers like Ælfric 

of Eynsham (c.955-1010), literary works like Beowulf, and Old English poems such as 

The Wanderer.61 The engagement of the English intellectual community with Boethius, 

primarily through commentary and translation, continued right through to Elizabeth I’s 

(r.1558-1603) translation of The Consolation of Philosophy in the 1590s.62 The Roman de 

philosophie of Simund de Frein in the late twelfth century was a hybrid text that, while it 

claims to represent the ideas of Boethius accurately, is more of an original composition 

than a translation or commentary.63 Indeed, hundreds of similar manuscript copies 

survive from medieval England (150 of Roman de philosophie alone).64 Thus, 

understanding Boethius’ thoughts on prologues, brief as they may be, undoubtedly 

affected the perspective of medieval historians.       

                                                
61 Paul Szarmach, “Boethius’ Influence in Anglo-Saxon England: The Vernacular and the De consolation 
philosophiae,” in A Companion to Boethius in the Middle Ages, ed. Noel Kaylor and Phillip Phillips 
(Leiden: Brill, 2012), 221-255. 
62 London, The National Archives SP 12/289. 
63 Ian Cornelius, “Boethius’ De consolatione philosophiae,” in The Oxford History of Classical Reception 
in English Literature, ed. Rita Copeland, vol. I (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016),  278-279. 
64 Glynnis Cropp, “Les Manuscrits du Livre de Boece de Consolacion,” Revue d’histoire des textes 12-13 
(1982-1983): 263-352; Margaret Gibson, Lesley Smith, and Marina Passalacqua, Codices Boethiani: A 
Conspectus of Manuscripts of the works of Boethius, 4 vol. (London: Warburg Institute, University of 
London, 1996-2001). Volume I covers manuscripts in Great Britain and Ireland. 



Texas Tech University, Lane J. Sobehrad, August 2017 

 113 

 Furthermore, the way medieval students were introduced to classical and 

authoritative texts and authors was through academic prologues (the accessus ad 

auctores), which developed alongside the commentary tradition, offering medieval 

students and scholars a methodology for covering all potential interpretive questions.65 

The commentary tradition thus had a clear and necessary connection with classical 

thought, but authors did not immediately grasp these complex relationships.  In this 

pedagogical program, medieval authors had to learn the fundamental principles of textual 

analysis first, which began with grammar. In particular, the idea that every aspect of a 

text contributes to the whole played a part in the development of grammatical texts that 

were just as popular and influential as rhetorical texts. Medieval authors found these texts 

so important that John of Salisbury (c.1120-11280) called them “the cradle of all 

philosophy, and…the first nurse of the whole study of letters.”66 Most importantly, 

grammatical texts established a specialized vocabulary for evaluating language as an 

object of knowledge.67 This vocabulary helped technical literary fields develop principles 

and rules of their own, all of which were governed by larger socio-cultural forces that 

exercised power and authority.68 Rhetoric was certainly part of this process. Copeland 

and Sluiter call medieval rhetoric an “architectural system,” that is, it is a field of study 

that looks at how the building blocks of a text fit together in the overall plan of the 

project. This would not be possible without a technical vocabulary. In the fourth century, 

Aelius Donatus (fl. 350) produced his Ars Maior and its abridged version, Ars Minor, 
                                                
65 Rita Copeland, “Academic Prologues to Authors,” in Oxford History of Classical Reception, ed. Hopkin 
et al., 151-153. 
66 John of Salisbury, Metalogicon: A Twelfth-Century Defense of the Verbal and Logical Arts of the 
Trivium, tr. Daniel McGarry (1955, repr. Philadelphia: Paul Dry Books, 2009), I.13.  
67 Susan Irvine, The Making of Textual Culture: ‘Grammatica’ and Literary Theory, 350-1100 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1994), 23-24. 
68 See e.g. Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, tr. A.M. Sheridan Smith (New York: Pantheon 
Books, 1972), 178-192. 
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which summed up the Greek grammatical traditions and their Latin adaptations. The 

latter, in particular, became a standard schoolbook for the next thousand years. Out of the 

Latin East, Institutes of Grammar by Priscian (fl. 500) was by far the most significant 

grammar, even rivaling Donatus’ Ars Minor in influence and popularity.69 Unfortunately, 

though both provide an extensive dissection of the grammatical art, neither discusses 

prologues. 

 

Grammatical Texts 

The Hermogenean Corpus  

 For theories of prologues, the so-called Hermogenean corpus is more fruitful. 

Like Priscian, it came to medieval audiences from the Latin East. Hermogenes of Tarsus 

(160-c.225) was a Greek rhetorician who wrote some works of rhetorical theory that 

sought to preserve the ideas of his predecessors.70 Though not all of the works attributed 

to him are authentic, they formed the foundation of Byzantine rhetoric and made their 

way slowly to the medieval West.71  Indeed, Byzantine rhetoricians did not receive much 

of the Aristotelian tradition – their authority was the Hermogenean corpus.72 Hermogenes 

inspired a thorough medieval commentary tradition that was influenced by contemporary 

intellectual trends.73 

                                                
69 Joseph Geiger, “Some Latin Authors from the Greek East,” Classical Quarterly 49, no. 2 (1999): 606-
617. 
70 A good synopsis is provided in Michelle Ballif and Michael Moran, Classical Rhetorics and 
Rhetoricians: Critical Studies and Sources (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2005), 194-202. 
71 Annabel Patterson, Hermogenes and the Renaissance: Seven Ideas of Style (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1970), xi. 
72 Ballif and Moran, Classical Rhetorics, 198. 
73 George A. Kennedy, tr., Invention and Method: Two Rhetorical Treatises from the Hermogenic Corpus 
(Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2000), xiii. 
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 For prologues, Hermogenes’ most important contribution is On Invention. He 

refers to a work he wrote on the topic of invention (inventio), but the one that survives as 

part of his corpus is almost certainly not his. The leading theory is that a grammarian 

named Aphthonius, a Greek rhetorician who lived during the fourth century, wrote it 

later. Often accompanying this work and the others in the Hermogenean manuscript 

tradition were Progymnasmata (Latin equivalent praeexercitamina). Progymnasmata are 

a set of exercises developed by ancient Greek rhetoricians to introduce students to 

general topics.74 They were usually intended to help students write declamations 

(declamationes), a specific type of rhetoric that defended/prosecuted someone in a court 

case (controversia) or fictitiously advised a historical figure on an important decision 

(suasoria).75 Four survive from antiquity, including two by Hermogenes and Aphthonius. 

These exercises do not much concern prologues beyond asserting in their sections on 

‘common-place’ (koinos topos) that they can useful. Hermogenes says, “Prooemia will 

not occur in an obvious way in a topos but will be preserved to some extent…the 

prooemia will not concern the intent (of the doer) but will deal with a generalization.”76  

 George Kennedy notes that the use of prooemia here is unusual, indicating a 

series of introductory sentences making up a larger prooemion structure.77 He references 

Anonymous Seguerianus as an example of this, but his conclusion may be hasty. 

Aphthonius, for example, writes that “a common-place does not have a prooemion, but 

                                                
74 For a survey of the development of progymnasmata, see Malcolm Heath, “Theon and the History of 
Progymnasmata,” Greek, Roman, and Byzantine Studies 43 (2003): 129-160. 
75 See e.g., Seneca the Elder, Declamations, ed. and tr., Michael Winterbottom, 2 vols. (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1974). 
76 Kennedy, Progymnasmata, 79-80. 
77 Kennedy, Progymnasmata, 80, n.27; See e.g. Anonymous Seguerianus, Two Greek Rhetorical Treatises 
from the Roman Empire, tr. Mervin Dilts & George A. Kennedy (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 15. “Some have said 
that on the same hypothesis there can be both many prooemia and one prooemion, the subjects under 
discussion being the same being defended with proofs. When, then, they say, the proofs are different, the 
prooemia will multiple.”  
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we make up a form of prooemia for the sake of practice for the young,” indicating that a 

prologue is not appropriate for a common-place, but also that they serve the pedagogic 

function of introducing a topic to learners (accessus ad auctores).78 Later, Nicolaus the 

Sophist (fl. 5th cent.) asks, “whether we shall use a single prooemion in common-place or 

more than one.”79 Like Aphthonius, Nicolaus thinks students practicing a particular 

rhetorical form should also practice an appropriate prologue, but in real world application 

“the speaker’s needs will define it as more or less. Some have gone as far as having five 

prooemia and the speech was not harmed.”80 The same is true in Aelius Theon, where 

“The prooemion should not be of a sort to fit other chreias but should be unique to the 

one under discussion. This would be the right procedure in a chreia and a fable and all 

other exercises.”81 Now, Aphthonius provides two different prologues as examples for 

students to read, but they are distinct pieces, not parts of a whole. Finally, contemporary 

prologues show that authors often used multiple prologues for distinct purposes. So, 

while Kennedy may be accurate that “prooemion” sometimes means a part of a whole, it 

is not certain that this is what the authors of these progymnasmata meant.  

 Aphthonius’ Progymnasmata was subject to a number of commentaries during the 

Middle Ages, primarily by monks and clerics, who expanded and explained Aphthonius’ 

sparsely worded exercise book. The commentators updated Aphthonius for medieval 

audiences and emphasized how these exercises help teach the basic three types of public 

speech and the four parts of a speech.82 John of Sardis (fl. 9th cent.), for example, 

explains in the prologue to his commentary that “each progymnasmata in itself bears…an 

                                                
78 Kennedy, Progymnasmata, 105. 
79 Kennedy, Progymnasmata, 150-151. 
80 Kennedy, Progymnasmata, 150-151 
81 Kennedy, Progymnasmata, 23. 
82 Hock, Commentaries on Aphthonius, 5. 
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image and shadow of such parts [of a speech].”83 Thus the Latin East provides an 

equivalent to Boethius’ claim that all parts of rhetoric are in every part: in fact, John of 

Sardis asserts Aphthonius made even simple exercises like progymnasmata “miniature 

rhetoric.”  He also tries to explain why, if progymnasmata is mini-rhetoric, Aphthonius 

only discusses prologues in the section on common-place simply because “the form 

(typos) of prooemia alone is not taught elsewhere.”84 

 However, this is not the case. Aphthonius’ other work, On Invention, was so 

popular that it became enshrined as part of the Hermogenean corpus by the sixth century, 

and subsequent works often copied its form and structure.85 In this work, Aphthonius 

spends five chapters talking exclusively about four guiding principles for prologues 

(prooemia) and how to blend them together. Curiously, he distinguishes these categories 

by using four terms not previously found in rhetorical treatises. Hypolepsis 

(suppositions), assumed beliefs or biases about a person or action; Hypodiaresis 

(subordination), subordinating an event(s) to another; Periousia (superfluity), an 

abundance of information on a particular topic; Kairos (occasion), specific moment in 

time, usually in the past.86 

 Hypolepsis requires two tasks: first, the author must determine whether the 

circumstances (hypothesis) in question were good or bad; second, authors must determine 

what presuppositions of the circumstances they are bringing with them into the 

construction of the prologue and its subsequent case. Once these things have been 

                                                
83 Kennedy, Progymnasmata, 176. 
84 Kennedy, Progymnasmata, 204. 
85  Ronald Hock, tr., The Chreia and Ancient Rhetoric: Commentaries on Aphthonius’s Progymnasmata 
(Atlanta: Society for Biblical Literature, 2012), 3. 
86 On Invention begins unexpectedly without a prologue, though it would not have been unusual if the 
prologue was lost or removed. See Kennedy, Two Greek Rhetorical Treatises, 4-29. 



Texas Tech University, Lane J. Sobehrad, August 2017 

 118 

determined, authors should adjust their approach accordingly and begin constructing the 

prologue. To do this, authors must introduce the circumstances of the case (protases), 

evaluate them (axioseis), and reach a conclusion (apodeses) based on their evaluation. 

The presentation of the argument in this way should be made objectively to avoid 

offending any potential audience. Finally, Aphthonius smartly recognizes that good 

authors should anticipate that audience members will come with their own 

presuppositions.87 

 The second prologue principle is hypodiaresis, which occurs in three types of 

cases: when two wrongful acts (often related) have been done; deciding between past and 

present action; to prevent the repetition of a certain action. This division applies 

particularly to legal suits. For example, if a person razes a city and destroys its fields, 

both crimes are of equal weight. However, the prosecutor can more easily get a 

conviction by focusing on one crime or the other.88 In this example, the case would be 

stronger if the prologue mentions the person destroyed the fields of an already destroyed 

city, so even though both crimes have equal weight, the prosecutor’s case seems more 

convincing because of the circumstances. However, in some criminal cases, the good 

reputation of a person needs to be taken into account, which may lessen the given 

punishment (or increase punishment for someone with a bad reputation). Whether this is 

done, and to what extent it is considered, depends entirely on the context of the case in 

question. Finally, some crimes (or convicts) are subordinated to larger societal causes. 

                                                
87 Aphthonius, “On Invention,” in Two Rhetorical Treatises, tr. Kennedy, 5-16. 
88 Aphthonius is sure to point out that even though the author is choosing how to present specific aspects of 
the case, it is not a proper argument (narratio). 
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For example, a particular evil deed may be punished more than it might otherwise in 

order to deter others from doing it in the future.89 

 Periousia, the third principle, is applicable in cases where there are numerous 

positions that can be used in the same situation. For example, if a person steals something 

and kills someone in the process, both theft and murder can be charged. Subordinating 

the lesser charge (theft) to the greater charge (murder) makes a more persuasive case, 

noting, however, that both charges could have been brought. In the fourth principle, 

Kairos is an especially effective technique if the desired outcome has been practically 

accomplished but not officially recognized. For example, a man is banished and moves to 

a neighboring kingdom. Later, war brought him into contact with his former allies, to 

whom he offers aid which is accepted. A formal motion may be made to rescind the 

banishment, but it has effectively been done already when his aid was accepted.90 

 The last thing Aphthonius explains are the components of a prologue that may 

incorporate these four principles. He introduced some of the terms in the chapter on 

hypolepsis, but now explains them more fully: “Every prooemion is composed of: 

Protasis, the particular circumstances in question; Kataskeue, a supporting statement, 

elsewhere often called the “proof” of a speech; Apodosis/Axiosis, an analysis of the 

circumstances;, Basis: a summation or conclusion based on the previous three parts. 

Though these parts serve useful purposes, Aphthonius carefully points out that the 

importance of each depends on the circumstances of the case in question, which might 

require leaving out one or more of them.91  

                                                
89 Aphthonius, “On Invention,” in Two Rhetorical Treatises, tr. Kennedy, 17-21. 
90 Aphthonius, “On Invention,” in Two Rhetorical Treatises, tr. Kennedy, 21-23. 
91 Aphthonius, “On Invention,” in Two Rhetorical Treatises, tr. Kennedy, 24-31. 
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 What is there to do with these chapters? They provide the most explicit and 

extensive discussion of prologues from late antiquity that I have found, influenced 

heavily by the prologue theories discussed in chapter one. However, their use of Greek 

language means that despite their inclusion in the Hermogenean corpus, their direct 

influence on the Latin West was minimal. Methodologically, they provide a useful 

referential framework for evaluating contemporary prologues, but the lack of references 

to Aphthonius’ unusual terminology in any group of texts suggests little direct influence.  

 The components Aphthonius describes seem to fit Boethius’ rhetoric-in-rhetoric 

idea (though with only four parts, not six), and his explanation of approaches seems 

especially useful for students who need to learn the art and practice of many types of 

literature.92 Hermogenes and Quintilian, for example, divide prose literature into the three 

large categories of history, philosophy, and oratory, all of which are guided by the 

underlying principles of dialectic and rhetoric.93 Aphthonius’ explanations obviously 

apply in a legal setting, but may also be useful in labeling historical prologues. 

Hypolepsis would be an especially useful term to keep in mind for well known historical 

figures that are often the subject of extensive historical description, especially in the case 

of hagiography. Jerome, for example, explains in the prologue to his The Life of Paul the 

Hermit that “inasmuch as both Greek and Roman writers have handed down careful 

accounts of Antony, I have determined to write [about Paul]…more because the thing has 

been passed over than from confidence in my own ability.”94 That is, because he was 

                                                
92 “Art” here means a precise but flexible theory that can be learned and “practice” means a rigorous 
program of drill and exercise. See J. David Fleming, “The Very Idea of a ‘Progymnasmata’,” Rhetoric 
Review 22, no. 2 (2003): 107-109. 
93 Hermogenis Opera, ed. Hugo Rabe (Leipzig: Teubner, 1913), 400-413; Quintilian, Insititutio Oratoria, 
X.1; Ian Rutherford, “Inventing the Canon: Hermogenes on Literature,” Harvard Studies in Classical 
Philology 94 (1992): 358-364. 
94 Jerome, Letters, NPNF 2.6, 299. 
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“subject of wide-spread and frequent discussion [of] what monk was the first to give a 

signal example of the hermit life,” there were both correct and incorrect suppositions 

about Paul that Jerome wanted to work out. In his History against the Pagans, Orosius 

(fl. 5th cent.) writes in the dedicatory prologue to his teacher Augustine, “You bade me, 

therefore, [to] discover from all the available data of histories and annals whatever 

instances past ages have afforded...I was to set these [events] forth systematically and 

briefly in the course of my book.”95 Specifically, Orosius was scouring his volumes for 

negative events about, caused by, or influenced by, pagans. Purposefully choosing a 

source base to write a text about pagans is a perfectly reasonable historiographic strategy, 

but late antique historians (Eusebius and Jerome, most notably), because they wanted as 

much information as possible, were concerned with reconciling the ‘pagan’ classical 

historians with Christian chronology.96 Aphthonius has provided us with hypodiaresis, 

periousia, and kairos, making a reasonable case that historical source selection is part of 

a broader rhetorical program – or at least the pursuit of esoteric truth. 

 

Augustine and the Rhetoric of Christian Doctrine 

 Augustine may be useful at this point. He, perhaps more than any other writer, 

served as a transition point between the classical and medieval traditions.97 In On 

Christian Doctrine, he assimilated and incorporated Platonic thought into his own writing 

                                                
95 Irving Raymond, tr., Seven Books of History Against the Pagans: The Apology of Paulus Orosius (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1936), 30. 
96 J.G.A Pocock, Barbarism and Religion, 3 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 3.81.  
97 Publications abound, but on rhetoric, in particular see James J. Murphy’s important contributions, 
“Augustine and the Debate about Christian Rhetoric,” Quarterly Journey of Speech 46, no. 4 (1960): 400-
410; Rhetoric in the Middle Ages, 43-64; Medieval Rhetoric: A Select Bibliography, 2nd ed. (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1989), 37-43. 
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using the framework of Ciceronian literary construction.98 Christian writers at this time 

struggled with authoritative classical texts because they were not in line with (any) 

Church doctrine. Augustine argues that, even though ancient pagan writings were not 

Christian, when subordinated to Christian Truth they could still be useful. They could 

help expand exegetical strategies and their study might prevent others from making 

“idols” of the incomplete truths that classical texts present as universal.99 Augustine 

reoriented classical rhetoric away from a focus on eloquent method that brought the 

speaker glory and towards a pedagogic duty to teach other people in order that they might 

find wisdom.100 Thus, the long-standing rhetorical goal of persuasion becomes secondary, 

since Truth is true regardless of the way it is presented.101 That is, words themselves, no 

matter how eloquent, cannot persuade a person of anything, because persuasion implies 

that the one persuaded has a new understanding of the topic at hand which can only be 

done through internal action inspired by God.102  

 This is best accomplished, according to the first three books of On Christian 

Doctrine, by properly reading and understanding Scripture. Understanding the Truth of 

Scripture was a critical task, especially to sermon-writers, because the most useful 

function of rhetoric was to communicate ideas already implicitly understood by 

                                                
98 Peter Brown, Augustine of Hippo: A Biography, 2nd ed. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), 
93-107, 297-298. 
99 Augustine, Confessions, II.40.60, IV.9.14-15. 
100 Augustine, De Doctrina Christiana, IV.2.3; Martin Carmago, “’Non solum sibi sed aliis etiam’: 
Neoplatonism and Rhetoric in Saint Augustine’s De doctrina Christiana,” Rhetorica 16, no. 4 (Autumn 
1998): 403. 
101 Stanley Fish, Self-Consuming Artifacts: The Experience of Seventeenth-Century Literature (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1972), 37-38. 
102 John Schaeffer, “The Dialectic of Orality and Literacy: The Case of Book 4 of Augustine’s De Doctrina 
Christiana,” PMLA 111, no. 5 (October 1996): 1133. 
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audiences and draw them out into the open.103 This cannot be accomplished through 

eloquence, only through wisdom, “For his proof [in Scripture] gives pleasure when he 

cannot please by his mode of speech.”104 This process of textual analysis, which Mary 

Carruthers calls “meditating,” involves sounding out the words and deciphering their 

explicit meaning, as well as a thoughtful dissection of the more divine and profound 

principles underlying them.105 Augustine calls this his “palaces of memory,” where he 

can explore the “profound and infinite multiplicity” of his memory, “climbing up through 

my mind towards you who are constant above me.”106 The rules of rhetoric (and the other 

liberal arts) are internalized, “pushed into the background in some interior space,” aiding 

in the interpretation of written Scripture and thus the self-actualization of all things 

divine.107 Augustine argues that intellectual authority is anchored in the words of 

Scripture, the sacred text itself, rather than in the eloquence of a speaker.108 A rhetor’s 

“way of living is a kind of [eloquent] speech” if it is according to well understood 

Christine doctrine.109 According to Augustine, imitating Scripture was preferable to 

spending time with teachers of rhetoric, since it offered wisdom (i.e. Truth) while 

teachers of rhetoric offered only eloquence, something a good Christian could obtain by 

properly understanding Scripture.110 The rhetorical shift from speaker to text is a major 

one that affected the history of texts until the early modern period. It suggests that the 

                                                
103 Augustine, De Doctrina Christiana, II.37.55; Gerald Fulkerson, “Augustine’s Attitude toward Rhetoric 
in “De Doctrina Christiana”: The Significance of 2.37.55,” Rhetoric Society Quarterly 15, no. 3/4 
(Summer-Autumn, 1985): 108. 
104 Augustine, De Doctrina Christiana, IV.5.8. 
105 Augustine, De Doctrina Christiana, IV.5.8; Carruthers, Book of Memory, 162-166. 
106 Augustine, Confessions, X.8.12, 17.26. 
107 Augustine, Confessions, X.9.16. 
108 Susan Miller, Rescuing the Subject: A Critical Introduction to Rhetoric and the Writer (Carbondale, IL: 
Southern Illinois University Press, 1989), 130. 
109 Augustine, De Doctrina Christiana, IV.29.61. 
110 Augustine, De Doctrina Christiana, IV.5.8. 
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rules of rhetoric – already elucidated here through seen in theoretical treatises, textbooks, 

commentaries, and exercises – ought to be internalized and understood, but not 

necessarily discussed.111 

 It is not insignificant to note that, although Augustine insists that the rules of 

rhetoric will not aid in any kind of real understanding (i.e. divine meaning), all his 

writings follow classical rhetorical structures, including all his prologues. On Christian 

Doctrine, for example, has an extensive nine-section prologue where he introduces his 

main points, addresses potential detractors, describes the practical and divine utility of his 

work, and tries to convince readers that his text is worth reading. The City of God 

includes prefatory sections at the head of all twenty-two books that serve as transition 

points between topics. Even his homilies and sermons have prologues. Why? If 

eloquence without the benefit of Christian wisdom is basically idolatry, then what use are 

classical rhetorical principles, such as prologues, that promote eloquence?  

 The answer may be found in Augustine’s definition of signs. The signification of 

human communication occurs through language, whether it is written, textual, or 

unspoken. The goal of any Christian, then, is to understand the signs in Scripture in order 

to approach divine understanding. Understanding Scriptural signs is the product of the 

mind’s interaction with an infinite memory connected to the eternal soul. These ‘new’ 

things previously not understood, “were already in the memory, but so remote and 

pushed into the background, as if in most secret caverns, that unless they were dug out by 

someone drawing attention to them, perhaps I could not have thought of them.”112 In 

other words, rhetoric and its principles provide a clear and authoritative methodology for 

                                                
111 Schaeffer, “Dialectic of Orality,” 1133. 
112 Augustine, Confessions, X.10.17. The idea that learning is a type of remembering is also Platonic. See 
e.g., Meno, 80d-87b. 
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signification that may help trigger the divinely connected memory that Christians can 

access through Scripture.  

 Prologues, then, help orient the reader/listener and prepare the mind, to bring up 

the relevant nebulous cloud of remembrance that contains the information relevant for 

divine explication. Augustine treats prologues most fully in Book IV of On Christian 

Doctrine. Here he does not discuss any rhetorical form explicitly, only its underlying 

principles, but several times he mentions prologues and other introductory material. The 

first chapter is itself a prologue in which Augustine, in classical fashion, declares that 

Book I is not a rhetorical treatise, refutes would-be detractors, and establishes a set of 

expectations for his audience. In the second chapter, Augustine reintroduces the 

distinction between the partial truths of eloquence and divine truth of wisdom: “evidently 

those who try to persuade men of false things know how to make the listener well-

wishing, attentive, or teachable by means of introduction, [while] the opponent of 

falsehood should remain unarmed in defense of his own truth.”113 That is, it would be 

difficult for emergent Christian scholars to combat the well established and authoritative 

classical tradition used by pagan scholars without knowledge of it and, furthermore, 

classical rhetoric says a good rhetorician can turn an opponent’s own strategy against 

him. The persuasive techniques of rhetoric can be harnessed to serve the homiletic 

purposes of Christian doctrine. 

 Later, in Chapter 21, Augustine uses Ambrose and Cyprian as examples of these 

ideas, noting the latter uses a “customary introduction” (Post principium ergo 

                                                
113 Augustine, De Doctrina Christiana, IV.2.3: “…adversus mendacium in defensoribus suis inermem 
debere consistere veritatem, ut videlicet illi qui res falsas persuadere conantur, noverint auditorem vel 
bene volum vel intentum vel docilem proemio facere; isti autem non noverint?” 
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epistolae).114 Later, in the High Middle Ages, this structure would develop as part of the 

ars dictandi (the art of letter-writing), best exemplified through writers such as Geoffrey 

of Vinsauf (fl. 1200), Pons of Provence (fl. 1250), and a semi-anonymous author known 

as Bene of Florence (fl.1220-1240). In the case of Ambrose and Cyprian, however, 

Augustine claims they exude rhetorical eloquence through their Christian wisdom.115 

 It may seem as if the preceding analysis of prologues in late antiquity attempts to 

grasp intellectual patterns where more may not exist. Indeed, some leading theorists did 

not mention prologues, including the grammarians Aelius Donatus and Priscian. 

Augustine and Boethius only mention them as ancillary to broader theological and 

rhetorical topics, but these writers were trying to incorporate classical models into an 

emerging Christian literary tradition, and, because divine Truth would eventually emerge, 

they were much more concerned with ensuring the correct understanding of Scripture 

than with any man-made text or sermon. However, the Christian worldview was naturally 

expressed in Roman cultural and social structures, and prologues were included in the 

majority of texts. In literature, authors imitated classical forms (as in Aphthonius), 

attempted to understand the classical tradition (as in Victorinus), tried to reconcile 

received classical ideas (as in Boethius), or attempted to fit classical theories into a 

developing Christian worldview (as in Augustine). Prologues, then, are part of a late 

antique effort to deal with ideas on the place of classical authors and literature. They 

appear as letters, exposition, poems, images, charts, calendars, annals, and quotations. As 

                                                
114 Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, IV.45. 
115 The last mention is in Chapter 23, in which Augustine recommends that writers choose a variety of 
writing styles that fit with particular audiences and subjects. If your treatise is written primarily in the 
majestic style, for example, it is “almost always desirable that the introduction [principia] should be 
temperate.” This is a typical classical construction, and the idea of a ‘moderate’ style is used throughout the 
middle ages, but this passage is otherwise unremarkable. 
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the next section shows, prologues are where authors of late antiquity usually dealt with 

these issues. This was especially true in historical works because they had to integrate 

and reconcile a documented pagan past with a Biblical one. 

 
 
Chronicles, Epitomes & Breviaries, De viris illustribus   
    
 Late antiquity saw the rise of historical genres that reflected concern about 

reconciling ancient tradition with contemporary circumstance. The long, discursive 

histories of Polybius and Livy fell out of favor as audiences became more interested in 

understanding Christianity. During the first few centuries of the Common Era, the Roman 

Empire expanded rapidly, and huge new corps of administrators and bureaucrats needed 

to master Roman culture and customs. The pre-existing social and political elite wanted 

to remind their new subjects of the glory of Rome and their place in it. The more succinct 

and direct a historical text was the better, because it left less room for ambiguous 

interpretation. I have divided these historical texts into three general categories: 

chronicles, epitomes and breviaries, and de viris illustribus.116 Chronicles are texts 

organized chronologically with brief, narrative entries with an explicit dating system. 

Epitomes and breviaries are abridged histories derived from one or more sources, 

typically made for utilitarian purposes.117 While they are generally in chronological 

order, they do not provide a dating system like chronicles. Writings De viris illustribus 

                                                
116 These are not meant to be technical terms, only useful labels based on the structural patterns noticed 
during the course of research. See e.g., J.W. Eadie, ed., The Breviarum of Festus (London: Athlone Press, 
1967), 11-13. 
117 Eadie argues that epitomes and breviaries should be seen as distinct sub-genres (see n.104 above), but 
Eduard Wölfflin and Willen Den Boer disagree, arguing the only difference is the scope of sources 
referenced: see Eduard Wölfflin, Zur Latinität der Epitome Caesarum (Leipzig: Teubner, 1902), 342; 
Willem Den Boer, Some Minor Roman Historians (Leiden: Brill, 1972), 176. 
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are compendia of brief biographies of historically significant men. They can be written by 

one author or many, and can be written piece-meal or as a cohesive text. 

 

Eusebius & Jerome 

 These three categories – chronicles, epitomes/breviaries, de viris illustribus –  are 

useful to help orient this chapter, but are also foundational for medieval historiographic 

developments. For example, Eusebius (c.260-c.340) and his continuator Jerome (c.347-

420) established ecclesiastical history as a genre, and arguably universal chronicles, too. 

They placed contemporary events within the broader, universal chronology of God’s 

divine plan. Their format was copied and amended throughout the Middle Ages, and 

Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical History became a foundational text not just for the historical 

tradition of Western Europe, but also for Byzantine, Celtic, and Scandinavian 

traditions.118 Like the theorists discussed in the previous section, Eusebius and Jerome 

were trying to incorporate authoritative classical tradition into a Christian worldview. 

Jerome’s prologues, in particular, were copied throughout the Middle Ages. Even the 

version of the Wylciffite Bible cited at the start of this chapter includes a number of 

Jerome’s prologues. 

                                                
118 Brian Coke, “The Originality of Eusebius’ Chronicle,” The American Journal of Philology 103, no. 2 
(Summer 1982): 195. 
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 Eusebius’ work is distinguished by its innovative tabular structure, a visual 

spectacle illustrating multiple histories in the same text (Figure 1).119 Note the four 

circular images at the 

top of the leaf, 

indicating the sources 

the authors used 

according to general 

geographic region – 

Egypt, Rome, Persia, 

and Macedonia in this 

case. Each of the four 

columns surrounding 

the text is an ordered 

list of calendar and 

regnal years 

corresponding to its 

associated source base. 

Technically, this type 

of text is called a 

                                                
119 There is not a recent edition of this important chronicle. Significant Latin editions include Alfred Shöne 
Die Weltchronik des Eusebius in ihrer Bearbeitung durch Hieronymus (Berlin: Weidmannshe 
Buchhandlung, 1900); John K. Fotheringham, The Bodleian Manuscript of Jerome's Version of the 
Chronicle of Eusebius. Reproduced in Collotype (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1905); Rudolph Helm, 
Hieronymus' Zusätze in Eusebius' Chronik und ihr Wert für die Literaturgeschichte (Leipzig: Dieterich, 
1929); The only modern English version is Alden Mosshammer, The Chronicle of Eusebius and Greek 
Chronographic Tradition (Lewisburg, PA: Bucknell University Press, 1979). On the often confusing nature 
of the manuscript tradition, see Alden Mosshammer, “Lucca Bibl. Capit. 490 and the Manuscript Tradition 
of Hieronymus’ (Eusebius’) Chronicle,” Studies in Classical Antiquity 8 (1975): 203-240. 

Figure 1. The Ecclesiastical History of Eusebius/Jerome. Copied in the ninth century. 
This particular copy of was selected because of its completeness, clarity, and 
accessibility. Note the circular column headings indicating different historical 
tradition and their respective chronologies. Oxford, Merton College MS 315, f.110v 
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chronicle. Though medievalists tend to view the chronicling tradition as a quintessentially 

medieval creation, it is in fact much older, dating back at least to Hellenistic Greece.120 

Early examples typically consist of lists of kings or other important figures with little 

narrative commentary. Eusebius’ importance lay in his departure from the established 

chronicle form, his incorporation of multiple source bases, and his presentation of the 

past in its multi-tabular form using the relatively new invention of the codex. The 

importance of his work was noted by his near-contemporaries, too, including by 

Augustine in his City of God, Cassiodorus in his Institutiones, and Isidore in his 

Etymologies (see Chapter III for a discussion of the latter two).121 

 In most manuscripts, Eusebius/Jerome’s chronicle is given two prologues. The 

first is an epistolary prologue by Jerome addressed to his friends Vicentius and Gallienus. 

The second is Jerome’s translation into Latin of Eusebius’ Greek preface as he is 

supposed to have received it. Jerome’s prologue begins by justifying the project, noting 

that competent scholars would often engage in the practice of translation, presumably 

including himself since he was translating Eusebius’ existing chronicle as well as adding 

more contemporary events. Translation is a difficult task, however, especially if the text 

in question is authoritative, because a good translator conveys not only the literal 

meaning and order of the words, but also the author’s intended meaning. Next, Jerome 

uses a strategy that is first evident with the Romans, claiming he is not up to the task and 

asking that Vicentius and Gallienus “read it [the chronicle] with the feelings of a friend 

                                                
120 Brian Croke, “The Originality of Eusebius’ Chronicle,” The American Journal of Philology 103, no. 2 
(Summer, 1982): 195-200; R.W. Burgess and Michael Kulikowski, “The History and Origins of the Latin 
Chronicle Tradition,” in The Medieval Chronicle VI, ed. Erik Kooper (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 153-178. 
121 Augustine, The City of God, IV.6, VIII.11, XVI.16, XVIII.2; Cassiodorus, Institutiones, I.17.2; Isidore, 
Etymologies, V.28. 
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rather than with those of a critic.”122 His goal is to make Eusebius’ text more accessible 

to a Latin audience, not unlike he would do later with the Vulgate.  

 Indeed, Jerome compares his present task with that of the Latin translators of the 

Greek Bible and the apocryphal seventy writers of the Greek Septuagint Bible, who 

sometimes “looking at the surface not the substance, they shudder at the squalid dress 

before they discover the fair body which the language clothes.” The underlying principles 

of the text are more important than their presentation. History, in particular, “is full of 

barbarous names…dates which are tangled knots, critical marks blended alike with the 

events and the numbers, so that it is almost harder to discern the sequence of the words 

than to come to a knowledge of what is related.”123 Jerome’s way to attempt to untangle 

the knots of history is to provide his audience with an organizational method that includes 

color-coded his columns.124 His use of physical space is arguably his text’s most 

noteworthy feature. The spatium historicum, classically an intellectual space, is now 

visual.125 The blank spaces on each leaf do not represent a division of the text, but a gap 

in knowledge. It is a self-conscious statement that “history is manifold.” There are 

inevitable gaps in the record in the infinite expanse of human memory.  

 These structural gaps are also a self-admission of error, which Jerome addresses 

in the last section of his prologue. He states that people who may have corrections should 

pursue them temperately in order to ensure their accuracy and to give credit to the best 

source. He notes that he is doing some of this emending to Eusebius’ chronicle because 

                                                
122 Jerome: Letters and Select Works, tr. W.H. Freemantle, G. Lewis, and W.G. Martley, NPNF 2.06, 485; 
Cicero, De Inventione, I.16.22; Curtius, European Literature, 84-85;  
123 Jerome, “Prefaces to Jerome’s Early Works,” NPNF II.06, 484. 
124 The preface to L (BL Add. MS 16974, f. 57), which is in the same family as T (Merton College MS 
315), contains an interpolated, but contemporary, explanation of Eusebius’s structure in a different hand. 
125  See the section on Herodotus in Chapter 1. Alden Mosshammer, “Two Fragments of Jerome’s 
Chronicle,” Rheinisches Museum für Philologie 124, no. 1 (1981): 68. 



Texas Tech University, Lane J. Sobehrad, August 2017 

 132 

his predecessor had left some things out. Jerome’s final words echo the sentiments of 

Roman writers who were averse to speaking on contemporary events, stating, “I have 

reserved the remaining period, that of Gratianus and Theodosius, for a wider historical 

survey; not that I am afraid to discuss the living freely and truthfully, for the fear of God 

banishes the fear of man; but because while our country is still exposed to the fury of the 

barbarians everything is in confusion.”126 Jerome is referring to the Gothic War (376-

382) that featured the death of Emperor Valens in 379 at the Battle of Adrianople. The 

Romans eventually sued for peace in 382, admitting many Gothic groups into the Roman 

military and granting them land. Wisely, Jerome admits that the importance of these 

kinds of conflicts is difficult to assess in the moment, and a good historian should 

withhold judgment until proper sources can be obtained.127 Furthermore, the annalistic 

style of this chronicle does not lend itself to entries on current politics that would require 

a lengthier narrative and a more formal rhetorical style.128 

 Eusebius’ prologue is less coherent than Jerome’s, but addresses similar points.129 

He was frustrated that ancient history did not match the current understanding of 

Christian chronology, so he constructed a format that allowed him to present all the 

timelines together – a total of sixteen!130 Whereas Jerome’s concern was communicating 

                                                
126 Jerome, “Prefaces to Jerome’s Early Works,” NPNF II.06, 484. 
127 Jerome seems even wiser in retrospect, since modern scholars view the admission of Gothic groups into 
the Roman Empire as one of the major causes of the eventual fall of the Western Roman Empire a century 
later. See e.g. Michael Kulikowski, Rome's Gothic Wars: From the Third Century to Alaric, (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2006), 145; Peter Heather, The Fall of the Roman Empire: A New History of 
Rome and the Barbarians (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 186, 502. 
128 G. Zecchini, “Latin Historiography: Jerome, Orosius, and the Western Chronicles,” in Greek and Roman 
Historiography in Late Antiquity: Fourth to Sixth Century A.D. (Ledien: Brill, 2003), 378. 
129 Unless otherwise noted, all citations of this prologue are from Fotheringham, The Bodleian Manuscript. 
Jerome’s prologue is from O (Oxford, Bodley MS Lat. Auct. T II 26), and Eusebius’ from U (Udine, 
Biblotheca Arcivescovile Oto. 14). 
130 “Chaldaeans, Assyrians, Medes, Persians, Lydians, Hebrews, Egyptians, Athenians, Argives, 
Sicyonians, Lacedaemonians, Corinthians, Thessalians, Macedonians, and the Latins who later were called 
Romans.” 
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the underlying, potentially divine, message hidden beneath the previously inaccessible 

and convoluted events of history, Eusebius focuses on correctly dating the life of Moses 

to the time of Cecrops, the mythical founder of Athens. Like Jerome, however, Eusebius 

was also trying to fit new Christian history (based on old Jewish history) into long-

established historical traditions of the Greeks, Persians, Egyptians, and other groups. His 

goal was to provide a “simple method of discovering” any particular item with ease and 

without confusion.131 

 Eusebius deserves credit for his innovative structures, but it was Jerome who 

made him accessible to the Latin West. His influence on Jerome cannot be understated, as 

he appears again in Jerome’s preface to Lives of Illustrious Men, an important collection 

of 135 brief biographies of early Christian figures, supposedly based on Eusebius’ own 

history of the Church. Like his chronicle prologue, this one is also epistolary, this time 

addressed to his friend Dexter who is supposed to have written a universal history.132 

Jerome also claims that he is providing a collection of biographies of illustrious 

Christians just as ancient pagan writers such as Suetonius had done for their own eminent 

men.133 He notes that writers like Suetonius had the benefit of relying on their 

predecessors’ own biographies to help in the construction of their updated ones, but 

Jerome says that his task is more difficult because he has no predecessor except 

                                                
131 Eusebius, Chronicle, in The Early Church Fathers, ed. Roger Pearse. (The Tertullian Porject), 
http://www.tertullian.org/fathers/jerome_chronicle_01_prefaces.htm, accessed April 12, 2017. Though 
unpublished, this is a rigorous, well-researched translation. 
132 Jerome, Lives of Illustrious Men, NPNF III, ch.106. 
133 Jerome has a multitude of other prologues for his other works, most notably his Biblical commentaries 
and to the books in the Vulgate. These, unfortunately, are outside the scope of this dissertation. Of especial 
importance is the so-called “helmeted” prologue to Books of Samuel and Kings, where he lays out his 
entire translation methodology for the Vulgate. 
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Eusebius’s Ecclesiastical History.134 He compares himself instead to Cicero’s Brutus, a 

unique dialogue cataloguing the lives of Rome’s most famous orators. Jerome’s task is 

made doubly difficult because he was working in Bethlehem with limited resources. His 

stated purpose is to help show non-Christians the erudition and great deeds of Christians. 

 Jerome attempted more focused historical projects, such as his Life of Malchus.135 

According to the vita, Jerome interviewed Malchus himself, learning about his trials as a 

slave, his adherence to his monastic vow of chastity, and how God sent a lioness to 

protect him against his captors. It was a popular story in the Middle Ages, with over three 

hundred extant manuscripts, all of them are copies or derivatives of Jerome’s text.136 He 

used a complex blend of linguistic and literary elements suitable for an elite audience 

familiar with classical literature and Christian doctrine.137 Jerome admits the difficulty of 

blending literary convention and generic style in the prologue, in which he states that this 

hagiography is practice for the large-scale history of the Church he planned to write later, 

probably to be structured like a narrative chronicle rather than like his Chronicon with 

Eusebius.  Jerome’s self-awareness of classical tradition and his targeted use of it for the 

audience of the Life of Malchus suggests a continued use of classical topoi.138 

 Jerome’s big history of the Church was never finished, but the Lives of Illustrious 

Men was a fair crack at it. David Rohrbacher has suggested that because Jerome copied 

the structure of Eusebius in his chronicle and Suetonius in his biographies, he was 

                                                
134 Jerome is correct in his assessment here, as Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical History is the first extant account of 
Christian History – and it does include a prologue. See The History of the Church: From Christ to 
Constantine, tr. G.A. Williamson and Andrew Louth (New York: Penguin, 1965, 1989); Eusebius 
Pamphilius: Church History, Life of Constantine, Oration in Praise of Constantine, NPNF 2.1. 
135 Christa Gray, Jerome, Vita Malchi: Introduction, Text, Translation, and Commentary (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2015). 
136 Gray, Jerome, Vita Malchi, 7, 74-76. 
137 Gray, Jerome, Vita Malchi, 68. 
138 Gray, Jerome, Vita Malchi, 15-42, treats these at length. 
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planning on copying Ammianus Marcellinus (c.325-c400) for his ecclesiastical history.139 

Jerome certainly used Ammianus in other work, and Rohrbacher’s theory is 

provocative.140 He bases it on a digression Ammianus has in Book XIV that describes the 

four ages of Rome as parallels to the four ages of man. Yet, although the grammatical 

parallels are interesting, they are similar to those found in a fragment of Seneca, 

Lactantius’ Divine Institutions, and the prologue of Florus’ Epitome of Roman History.141 

The placement of this passage is significant, and suggests that Jerome was not necessarily 

basing his ecclesiastical history on Ammianus Marcellinus but simply continuing his 

project of assimilating pagan ideas into a Christian intellectual program. Nothing can be 

done with Seneca’s fragment because it lacks context, but in Jerome and Florus, the four 

ages occur in the prologue during the authors’ respective explanations of their 

organizational method. Lactantius places the passage in the middle of Book I, but it is in 

the midst of his discussion about whether Christian or pagan history is better. Ammianus 

places his passage in the middle of a section critiquing the degradation of Roman morals 

to reassure his audience that Rome is still great despite its apparent shortcomings. The 

critical piece of information that is missing is Ammianus’ prologue, which probably once 

existed independent from similarly massive works by Livy and Florus. At the least, this 

example shows the impact prologues have on one’s interpretive method. An extant 

Ammianus prologue would answer a lot of questions. 

                                                
139 David Rohrbacher, “Jerome: An Early Reader of Ammianus Marcellinus,” Latomus 65, no. 2 (April-
June 2006): 422. 
140 Otto Maenchen-Helfen, “The Date of Ammianus Marcellinus’ Last Books,” The American Journal of 
Philology 76, no. 4 (1955): 384-399; Arnaldo Momigliano, “The Lonely Historian Ammianus 
Marcellinus,” Annali della Scuola Normale Superiore di Pisa. Classe di Lettere e Filosofia, Series III, 4, 
no. 4 (1974): 1393-1407. 
141 Seneca the Elder, Historicorum Romanorum: Fragmenta, ed. Hermann Peter (Leipzig: Teubner, 1883), 
292; Lactantius, Divine Institutions, ANF 7, I.15.14; Florus, Florus: Epitome of Roman History, ed. and tr. 
E.S. Forster (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1929), I.Praef.4-8; Emily Gowers, “Persius and the 
Decoction of Nero,” in Persius and Juvenal, ed. Maria Plaza (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 197. 
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Eunapius, Eutropius, & Festus 

 The Christian De viris illustribus tradition that eventually evolved into 

hagiography was heavily influenced by its secular parallels, such as the Lives of the 

Sophists by Eunapius (fl. 4th-5th cent.). This is the only extant collection of biographies of 

Neoplatonic thinkers that survives from late antiquity. Eunapius wrote a universal history 

at some point, though unfortunately only fragments are extant. He is decidedly opposed 

to Christianity and either criticizes or ignores important Christian writers. Since he was 

writing out of the Roman East, he wrote in Greek and labeled his prologue a prooemion. 

He divided it into two sections. The first describes the purpose and method of his work, 

while the second provides a brief bibliographic survey of the other De viris illustribus 

collections he used in writing (appropriately, the narrative proper begins with Plotinus). 

His style is odd, to say the least. He begins the prologue by arguing that Xenophon was a 

great historical thinker, writer, and actor who asserted that even the “casual doings” of 

great men deserved recording. This is an odd statement, since as far as I have found 

Xenophon never said anything like this in any of his historical works.142 It seems, 

however, that Eunapius’ purpose was to claim that he is surpassing even the well-

respected ancient historians: “For if even the playful moods of virtue are worth recording, 

then it would be absolutely impious to be silent about her [virtue’s] serious matters.”143 

Next, he follows the humility topos by stating he surely missed some important sources, 

but that his readers should judge his accuracy. Here again, Eunapius tries to deflect 
                                                
142 Quite the opposite. For example, in his prologue to Agesilaus he states he is going to “narrate the chief 
achievements of his reign,” and later on “What’s more deserving of song and eulogy than resplendent 
victories and deeds of highest note?” In the Memorabilia that the “painstaking endeavour in the pursuit of 
high and noble deeds” is one of the best ways to attain eternal remembrance. In Anabasis that we should 
not “wait for others to come and challenge us to noble deeds; let us rather take the lead in stimulating the 
rest to valour.” Other statements have similar phrasing. All translations from H.G. Dakyns editions. 
143Philostratus and Eunapius, ed. and tr. Wilmer Cave Wright (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1952), 343. 
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potential criticism away from himself, stating that any error in the narrative would be a 

result of faulty sources, not a faulty author: “thus his [Eunapius] own work may be 

perfectly blameless and secure from criticism, seeing that he followed those in whose 

steps it was his duty to follow.”144 He ends the first section of the prologue by saying he 

used both oral and written sources, noting his faithful copying of the written sources, and 

blaming the “chaotic and confused” state of some of the oral accounts that had naturally 

deteriorated during the passage of time and multiple transmissions. 

 The second part of his prologue includes a brief summary of important 

philosophers from Plato to the fourth century CE, which Eunapius follows with a 

passionate statement of adoration for his project: “I have had the same experience as 

those who are madly and feverishly in love.”145 After this, he contradicts his promise to 

avoid “casual deeds” by saying “I have set out to write this narrative in such a way as not 

to  omit in silence…anything I have learned through hearsay, or by reading, or by 

inquiry.”146 It may be implied that these pieces of evidence have been preserved in the 

historical record and are thus by their very nature ‘great’ or significant, but like much of 

this work, Eunapius’ thought seem to be a little disjointed. Eunapius’ other prologue, 

from his continuation of Dexippus’ (c. 210-273) Historical Chronicle, may help shed 

some light on his intriguing historical point of view.147 

 Like his Lives, Eunapius begins his history by placing himself in stark contrast to 

another author, in this case his predecessor Dexippus. This is, in fact, an incredibly 

                                                
144 Wright, Eunapius, 345. 
145 Wright, Eunapius, 349. 
146 Wright, Eunapius, 351. 
147 R.C. Blockley, The Fragmentary Classicising Historians of the Later Roman Empire: Eunapius, 
Olympiodorus, Priscus, and Malchus (Liverpool: F. Cairns, 1981); Dexipp von Athen : Edition, 
Übersetzung und begleitende Studien, ed. and tr. Gunther Martin (Tübingen: G. Narr, 2006). 
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common feature in classical prologues, lending the new author a bit of legitimacy by 

making him superior to a good author and gaining the audience’s attention with a 

provocative statement.148 Thucydides, above, denounced the rational capabilities of his 

peers, and the tradition continued on into the medieval period; William of Newburgh 

would despair at the state of historical writing. Eunapius’ criticism of Dexippus is not for 

his emphasis on unimportant deeds, as with Xenophon, but with Dexippus’ structure 

itself. Eunapius thought annalistic history produced “a historical chronicle that goes 

astray and frequently contradicts itself.”149 Calculating dates and the order of events 

“serves no useful purpose.” History’s “ultimate purpose and goal…is to commit to 

writing an account of events free from any emotional attachment which comes as close to 

the truth as possible” – after which he (in a wonderful irony) incorrectly cites a passage 

from Thucydides.150 He is at least consistent in the latter portion of this prologue, stating, 

“superfluous knowledge…is assuredly harmful” if it “prevent[s] one from learning what 

is useful.” Based on what has been said in this section thus far, it is clear Eunapius wants 

to write a narrative history that can address virtue and morals at length, that the form of a 

chronicle in the fourth century simply did not allow for it. Indeed, Eusebius-Jerome had 

to create a new historical genre for chronicles to begin exploring the same subjects that 

traditional narrative history did.  

 Eunapius’ Lives served as a much better platform for the kind of history – i.e. 

great deeds of great men – than the other contemporary historical structures that were 

popular at the time. One of the common criticisms of Eunapius is that he purposefully 

                                                
148Die Fragmente der griechischen Historiker, ed. Felix Jacoby, III.B (Leiden: Brill), 64-105; C.P.T. 
Naude, “An Aspect of Early Roman Historiography,” Acta Classica 4 (1961): 55-56; A.B. Breebaart, 
“Eunapius of Sardis and the Writing of History,” Mnemosyne 32, no. 3/4 (1979): 363. 
149 Lake, Ancient and Medieval Prologues, 71. 
150 Lake, Ancient and Medieval Prologues, 69. 
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ignores Christian writers, such as Lactantius, and that his aversion to chronology is in 

direct opposition to efforts like Eusebius-Jerome’s.151 However, a more compelling 

argument is that Eunapius took offense at the new challenges that Constantine’s 

conversion had presented to a well-established Greek literary and cultural tradition.152 His 

apparent deflection of responsibility in the prologue to the Lives is thus not shirking 

responsibility, but assuming more of it. He is loyally adhering to the auctoritas of his 

established literary tradition, even if it might be wrong according to new information. 

This idea fits right in with broader trends of the Second Sophistic in which many Greeks 

felt their culture was at risk under the power of the Christian Roman Empire. In this view, 

Eunapius’ history and Lives were preservative, not polemical or intellectual. By “Casual 

deeds” and “superfluous information,” he did not mean unnecessary details of a historical 

figure’s life, but events that failed to align with the information in the Greek corpus. 

 Cycles of famous historical figures were, as far as extant sources can tell, a 

Roman invention and a relatively popular textual genre, one that Christians could adapt 

into hagiography.153 However, just as writings such as De viris illustribus were used to 

promote a particular program, such as the merits of Christian or Greek culture, epitomes 

and breviaries were used to promote the merits of political entities – which in late 

antiquity was primarily Rome. The origins of the genre may lie in Alexander Enmann's 

postulated Kaisergeschichte, a theoretical text cycle of Roman figures that apparently had 

a wide impact on late antique historical writing including influences on Augustine, 
                                                
151 See e.g., François Paschoud, “Eunapiana,” in Bonner Historia-Augusta-Colloquium 1982/1983 (Bonn: 
Habelt, 1985), 239-303. 
152 Breebaart, “Eunapius of Sardes,” 368-375. 
153 Diogenes Laertius, of course. Anther early example is Cornelius Nepos, On Great Generals; On 
Historians, tr. J.C. Rolfe (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1929); Rex Stem, The Political 
Biographies of Cornelius Nepos (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2012). For modern analysis of 
the genre, see Christiane L. Joost-Gaugier, “The Early Beginnings of the Notion of "Uomini Famosi" and 
the "De Viris Illustribus" in Greco-Roman Literary Tradition,” Artibus et Historiae 3, no. 6 (1982): 97-115. 
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Jerome, Ammianus Marcellinus, Orosius, Cassiodorus, Jordanes, Paul the Deacon, 

Isidore, and even Bede.154 The work is not mentioned by name in any late Roman history, 

but it is generally accepted by scholars that some “Ur” text existed.155 Fortunately, a few 

of the texts derived from the Enmannsche Kaisergeschichte include prologues.156 

Compare the prologues of Festus (fl. 4th cent.) and Eutropius (fl. 4th cent.), both likely 

written around 369-370:157 

 Festus 
 Your Clemency enjoined that a summary be made. To be sure, I, in whom the 
 facility of broader discourse is lacking, shall comply happily with what has been 
 enjoined. And, having followed the fashion of accountants, who express immense 
 sums through fewer numbers, I shall indicate, not explicate, past events. Receive, 
 therefore, what has been succinctly summed up in very concise sayings, so you 
 may seem, most glorious Princeps, not so much to recite as to enumerate to 
 yourself the years and duration of the state and the events of yore.158 
 
 Eutropius 
 In keeping with the wish of your Clemency I have gathered in a brief narrative, in 
 chronological sequence, the conspicuous achievements of the Romans, whether in 
 war or in peace. I have also concisely added those topics which appeared 
                                                
154 Eutropius: Breviarum, tr. H.W. Bird (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1993), lvi. 
155 R.W. Burgess, “"A Common Source for Jerome, Eutropius, Festus, Ammianus, and the Epitome de 
Caesaribus between 358 and 378, along with Further Thoughts on the Date and Nature of the 
Kaisergeschichte," Classical Philology 100, no. 2 (2005): 166–192. 
156 Alexander Enmann, “Eine verlorene Geschichte der römischen Kaiser und das Buch ‘De viris illustribus 
urbis Romae’” Philologus: Zeitschrift für das Classische Altertumswissenschaft Supplement IV, no. 3 
(1884), 337-501; R.W. Burgess, “Principes cum tyrannis: Two studies on the Kaisergeschichte and its 
tradition,” The Classical Quarterly 43, no. 2 (July 1993): 491-500, “Jerome and the Kaisergeschichte,” 
Historia: Zeitschrift für Alte Geschichte 44, no. 3 (Fall, 1995): 349-369, “On the Date of the 
Kaisergeschichte,” Classical Philology 90, no. 2 (April, 1995): 111-128. 
157 Arnaldo Momigliano, “Pagan and Christian Historiography in the Fourth Century A.D.,” in The Conflict 
between Paganism and Christianity in the Fourth Century, ed. Arnaldo Momigliano (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1963), 86; R.W. Burgess, “Eutropius V.C. ‘Magister Memoriae’?” Classical Philology 
96, no. 1 (January, 2001): 77. 
158 Carl Wagener, ed., Festi Breviarium Rerum Gestarum Populi Romani (Leipzig: G. Freytag, 1886), 2: 
“Brevem fieri elementia tua praecepit. Parebo libens praecepto. quippe cui desit facultas latius eloquendi; 
ac morem secutus calculonum. Qui ingentes summas aeris brevioribus exprimunt. res gestas signabo. non 
eloquar. Accipe ergo, quod breviter dictis brevius conputetur: ut annos et aetatem rei publicae ac praeteriti 
facta temporis non tam legere tibi. gloriosissime princeps, quam numerare videaris”; An informal, but 
good translation by Thomas Bandich and Jennifer Meka, The Breviarium of the Accomplishments of the 
Roman People (Buffalo, NY: Canisius College, 2001), http://www.roman-emperors.org/festus.htm, 
accessed December 1, 2016.. John Eaide, The Breviarum of Festus (London: Althone Press, 1967) is a 
more modern edition, but its value lay primarily in his commentary. The best modern translation is Marie-
Pierre Arnaud-Lindet, Festus Abrégé des hauts faits du peuple romain (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1994) (in 
French). 



Texas Tech University, Lane J. Sobehrad, August 2017 

 141 

 exceptional in the lives of the emperors, so that your Serenity’s divine mind may 
 rejoice that it has followed the actions of illustrious men before it learned of them 
 from reading.159 
 
Both authors were of senatorial rank and Festus, at least, was a high-ranking member of 

the imperial administration, but while there are a few records of them performing 

administrative duties, little else is known about their lives.160 What is clear, though, is 

that these brief historical accounts were written to support a Persian (or at least eastern) 

campaign.161 They are both are dedicated to Emperor Valens – “Your Clemency” was a 

standard imperial greeting – who commissioned both authors to write their works, and 

who was currently in the midst of dealing with the Goths in the Baltic region of the 

Empire.162 Both authors’ narratives focus generally on Rome’s successful campaigns in 

the east, though their specific points of emphasis differ. Most strikingly, the 

chronological order of events in both texts matches exactly, even though in the Teubner 

editions Eutropius’ text is more than fifty pages longer than Festus’.163 This, the clear 

similarities of their prologues, and some medieval manuscripts giving Festus’ work the 

title Breviarum de breviario has led some scholars to argue that Festus was simply 

writing an epitome of Eutropius. As others correctly recognize, however, the specific 

                                                
159Eutropi Breviarium Ab Urbe Condita, ed. Francis Ruehl (Leipzig: Teubner, 1897), 1, “Res Romanas ex 
voluntate mansuetudinis tuae ab urbe condita ad nostram memoriam, quae in negotiis vel bellicis vel 
civilibus eminebant, per ordinem temporum brevi narratione collegi, strictim additis etiam his, quae in 
principum vita egregia extiterunt, ut tranquillitatis tuae possit mens divina laetari prius se inlustrium 
virorum facta in administrando imperio secutam, quam cognosceret lectione”; Bird, Euttropius, 1. 
160 The introductions in the editions and translations above provide a survey of extant material, but Festus 
can notably be found in Ammianus Marcellinus, Ammiani Marcellini Rerum gestarum libri qui supersunt, 
vol. II, ed. S. Wolfgang, J-K. Liselotte, and U. Ilse (Stuttgart: Teubner, 1999), XXIX.2.22; Zosimus, 
Histoire Nouvelle, ed. and tr. François Paschoud (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1971), IV.15. For Eutropius, 
Eunapius mentions him often in his Histories, see Blockley, The Fragmentary Classicising, fr.66, 71-72, 
74, 75.5, 75.6, 76; Zosimus, Histoire Nouvelle, III.1 
161 H.W. Bird, “Eutropius and Festus: Some Reflections on the Empire and Imperial Policy in A.D. 
369/370,” Florilegium 8 (1986): 11-22. 
162 See e.g. Seneca the Younger, De Clementia; Burgess, “Eutropius V.C.,” 77; Bird, Eutropius, vii. Barry 
Baldwin questions whether or not both of these works were commissioned, “Festus the History,” Historia: 
Zeitschrift für Alte Geschichte 27, no. 1 (Spring, 1978): 206-207; Arnaud-Lindet, Festus, xvi. 
163 Den Boer, Minor Roman Historians, 183-186; Burgess, “Eutropius V.C.,” 77. 



Texas Tech University, Lane J. Sobehrad, August 2017 

 142 

details and narrative thrust of each text are too different to have been derived from one 

another, though it is likely they used similar sources, such as those in Enmann’s 

Kaisergeshichte.164 

 In the case of the prologues, it seems likely that Eutropius and Festus deferred to 

standard constructions. They begin with a congenial greeting, state that their narrative 

will be brief and in chronological order, and end by saying what they have written is for 

the benefit of the emperor and the Empire. The only real difference between the two is in 

the last line, where Festus says he will enumerate (numerare) the events of the past for 

the emperor while Eutropius says the emperor will learn he is already following the 

example of his esteemed predecessors. Each statement may be related to rhetorical forms. 

“Numerare” is reasonably associated with the noun “enumeratio,” a technical rhetorical 

term found in Cicero, Rhetorica ad Herennium, and Quintilian as part of a speech’s 

conclusion.165 In Cicero’s words, “Enumeration is, [that] through which things discussed 

in a dispersed and diffused way are brought together in one place, and for the sake of 

remembering [them], brought under [our] view.”166 Its basic purpose was to reorient the 

audience back to the central issues being discussed and block potential opposition 

through tactics such as emotional appeal.167 Festus is re-emphasizing that he will discuss 

only pertinent things so as not to distract his readers with unnecessary information, and 

that he has, presumably through research, brought up and organized those formerly 

                                                
164 Eadie, Festus, 99; Burgess, “Eutropius V.C.,” 77; Michael Peachlin, “The Purpose of Festus’ 
Breviarum,” Mnemosyne 38, no. 1/2 (1985): 159. 
165 Cicero, De Inventione, I.98; Rhetorica ad Herennium, II.47; Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, VI.1.1. 
166 Cicero, De Inventione, I.98: “Enumeratione est, per quam res disperse et diffuse dictae unum in locum 
coguntur et reminiscendi causa unum sub aspectum subiciuntur. Haec si semper eodem modo tractabitur, 
perspicue ab omnibus artificio quodam tractari intellegetur; sin varie fiet, et hanc suspicionem et 
satietatem vitare poterit.” 
167 Matthew Leigh, “Quintilian on the Emotions (Institutio Oratoria 6 Preface and 1-2),” The Journal of 
Roman Studies 84 (2004): 136. 
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“dispersed and diffused” items so as to provide an easily accessible account of the great 

deeds of the Roman past. Festus’ stated method is assembly, not explication. 

 In contrast, Eutropius claims that he is going to add to existing topics in order that 

Valens might see how he compares to his illustrious predecessors. It is certainly wise to 

praise one’s patron, but it speaks to the more emotional argument that Eutropius makes in 

his history. Eutropius had a great amount of pride in Roman culture, history, and 

tradition, going so far as to disparage historically great non-Roman cities such as Athens 

and Jerusalem.168 In addition, throughout his text, Eutropius continually refers to the 

relationship between the emperor and the senatorial classes, praising in particular those 

emperors who were tolerant and worked well with the Senate, such as Trajan.169 Note 

how Eutropius’ praise of Valens implies the emperor already upholds these ideals 

because the emperor is by definition great (even divine). Augustine and Jerome would 

later insist that the purveyors of Truth could do so even without formal training because 

of the way they lived their life – their internal self exuded virtue and upright living. The 

emperor was supposed to personify Roman culture and values, i.e. Roman Truth. 

Maintaining public faith in the divinity, or at least the absolute power, of the imperial 

throne was critical in the fourth century, which saw a huge growth in the number of 

administrative posts as the Roman economy and urban growth slowed under bureaucratic 

bulk and military challenges.170 The survival of Roman government in many respects 

depended on the status of the Emperor, and Valens was no Augustus.171 

                                                
168 Bird, Eutropius, V.6, VII.19; Den Boer, Some Minor Roman Historians, 141. 
169 Bird, Eutropius, xxxiv-xxxv, VII.9-10, VIII.5; Den Boer, 149; Burgess, “Eutropius V.C.,” 77. 
170 Charles Freeman, Egypt, Greece, and Rome (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 589. 
171 The centrality of Rome is further supported by items in his Breviarium, such as frequent notices of how 
far a certain place was from Rome. Den Boer, Minor Roman Historians, 120-124. 
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 Both of these arguments make sense if the intended audience for their brief 

histories was indeed the newly forming class of elites in the Eastern Empire who had not 

had time to brush up on their Roman history and/or traditions.172 Both authors describe 

their method as purposefully brief and without narrative flair. As Boethius will suggest 

later, the structure of the prologue, agrees with the structure of the individual entries – 

short, lacking elegance, and straight to the point. Rhetorically, these texts are boring to 

read and lack any of the eloquence promoted in the theoretical treatises. But they are used 

by writers who do have style. These prologues do not claim any deeper understanding or 

special ability to win audiences. They are purely utilitarian, meant to present the audience 

with raw data. They are unproductive by their very nature. Both breviaries end with 

statements that current events and more complicated events require a more elevated style 

and further research. It may seem unusual, but the close relationship between prologue 

and epilogue has been noted as far back as Aristotle’s Rhetoric.173They are supposed to 

help the audience better understand the central purpose of the text. When Festus and 

Eutropius end their works with statements that should come in a prologue, they imply 

that perhaps their works may serve as a prologue to a fuller and more detailed treatment 

of Roman history.174 

 So far, this section has addressed chronicles, which show historical progression 

through a list of years; epitomes and breviaries, showing historical progression through 

the chronologic progression of emperors; and the De viris illustribus collections that are 

historical biographies, but not necessarily arranged in chronological order. The final two 

                                                
172 Burgess, “Eutropius V.C,” 77; Baldwin, “Festus the Historian,” 205-207; Peachlin “The Purpose of 
Fesuts,” 160; Bird, Eutropius, xlv. 
173 Aristotle, Rhetoric, III.13. 
174 Prefacing extensive histories with shorter annalistic histories is a common procedure in medieval 
manuscripts. 
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literary sub-genres that will be addressed in this chapter are the some of the earliest 

instances of hagiography in Sulpicius Severus (c.363-425) and ecclesiastical history in 

Orosius (c.375-post-420). These types of literature would become especially popular in 

the Middle Ages. Important for our understanding of prologues, however, is that a text 

did not have to have a coherent, highly structured narrative to warrant a prologue that 

included all of its classical components. All texts were attempting to communicate a 

particular message that may or may not be easily accessible to audiences, depending on 

time and place. Thus, prologues are necessary for contemporary audiences primarily to 

ensure a proper approach to the text, and for future audiences to orient themselves back to 

a perspective of the past that may be incongruent with their current outlook. 

 

Late Antique Hagiography 

 Sulpicius Severus’ Life of St. Martin had its structural predecessors, especially the 

various types of martyrologies, but St. Martin would become one of the most popular 

religious figures of the Middle Ages, and Sulpicius is primarily responsible.175 The 

turbulent circumstances under which Christianity emerged discouraged early interest in 

secular history, and made it seem irrelevant in the quest for salvation (at least until 

Lactantius Eusebius). Moreover, the blind will of fate that was often the cause of fortune 

and catastrophe in classical histories had no real place in the Christian worldview because 

it denied God’s omnipotence. As Robert Hanning has argued, hagiography, even though 

it relies on individual human actions, “still rests on the notion of the church’s corporate 

                                                
175 For a general bibliographic survey of the Hagiographic form, see James Earl, “Typology and 
Iconographic Style in Early Medieval Hagiography,” Studies in the Literary Imagination 8, no. 1 (Spring, 
1975), 15. 
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personality in Christ.”176 That is, human action is secondary (or even irrelevant) in the 

historical process, only useful in the explication of the divine will. In a hagiography, it is 

not the actions of the saint that are to be praised, but the manifestation of God’s 

goodness. Pope Gregory the Great (r.590-604) emphasizes this de-individualized view of 

history at the end of his Life of St. Benedict, rewording the words of Christ in the Gospel 

of John, stating “If I withdraw not My bodily presence, I do not shew [sic] you the love 

of the Spirit: and, unless you cease to see Me carnally, you will never learn to love 

spiritually.”177 

 Christians, exemplified by their saints, were supposed to practice imitatio Christi, 

a literal “imitation of Christ,” abandoning the “silly virtue” (stultae virtutis) of the world 

in favor of “divine virtue” (divina virtutem).178 Because Christ can only be imitated as he 

was, there was also a question as to whether there could reasonably be more than one 

biography of a saint. Gregory of Tours (c.538-594), for example, deals with this 

explicitly in the prologue to his Life of the Fathers, saying “there is a diversity of merits 

and virtues among them, but the one life of the body sustains them all in this world [i.e. 

Christ].”179 What often results, then, are predictable, formulaic structures, often simply 

re-copied from authoritative lives with a few names and dates changed. Hagiographical 

narratives can be broken down into six different types (or components), depending on the 

text: Vita, the events of the saint’s life; passio, the events of the life of a martyr who died 

                                                
176 Robert Hanning, The Vision of History in Early Britain (New York: Columbia University Press, 1966), 
15. 
177 Gregory the Great, The Life of Our most Holy Father S. Benedict (Grand Rapids, MI: CCEL, 1898), 
XXXVIII. In the Vulgate, John 16:7, “sed ego veritatem dico vobis expedit vobis ut ego vadam si enim non 
abiero paracletus non veniet ad vos si autem abiero mittam eum ad vos.” 
178 Suplicius Severus, “On the Life of St. Martin,” NPNF 2.11, I.1; John Bequette, “Suplicius Severus’s 
Life of St. Martin: The Saint and His Biographer as Agents of Cultural Transformation,” Logos 13, no. 2 
(2010): 60. 
179 Gregory of Tours, Life of the Fathers, 2nd ed.,  tr. Edward James (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 
1991), 1; Earl, “Typology,” 18-19. 
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for the faith; relatio, the story of how a saint’s remains were found; translatio, the story 

of how a saint’s body was moved; visio, how a saint appeared in a vision; and miracula, 

the story of miracles performed by the saint through the power of God.180  

 During the fourth century, when Sulpicius was writing his vita, Christianity went 

from persecuted cult to state-sponsored religion, and this led to changes in the way 

Christians viewed the exemplars of their religion. First and foremost, far fewer people 

were being killed in defense of the faith, which meant Christians had to look elsewhere 

for people suffering in the image of Christ.181 Martyrdom no longer only meant spilling 

blood, but began to include spiritual suffering; the extreme asceticism of “the desert” that 

many of the Church Fathers had practiced could be lived behind the walls of a cloister, 

for example. In addition, despite a few councils, there were still many Christianities 

across the Mediterranean world, making a description of the perfect Christian beyond 

Christ himself a less than precise task.182 Often, writers would simply defer to 

historiographic method, but using their Christian chronology, as in Gregory of Nyssa, 

who wrote, “For the first making of man was according to the imitation of God's 

likeness…If, then, original man be God's likeness, our definition will probably not miss 

the mark if we declare that Christianity is an imitation of the divine nature.”183 Christians 

in late antiquity were looking to imitate men like Adam, Moses, or the Apostles, because 

“in Moses and in men like him the form of the image was kept pure. Now where the 

beauty of the form has not been obscured, there is made plain the faithfulness of the 
                                                
180 Robert Bartlett, Why Can the Dead Do Such Great Things? Saints and Worshippers from the Martyrs to 
the Reformation (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2013), 19-56.  
181 John McCulloh, “Confessor Saints and the Origins of Monasticism: The Lives of Saint Anthony and 
Saint Martin,” in The Middle Ages in Texts and Texture: Reflections on Medieval Sources, ed. Jason Glenn 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2011), 21. 
182 Peter Brown, The Rise of Western Christendom: Triumph and Diversity, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Blackwell, 
2003), 4, 13-16; Brown, “The Saint as Exemplar in late antiquity,” Representations no. 2 (Spring, 1985): 7. 
183 Gregory of Nyssa, De Perfectione Christiana, as cited by Brown, “Saint as Exemplar,” 6, n.35. 
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saying that man is an image of God.”184 Holding up Old Testament figures as bastions of 

moral living was a typical practice of late antique historians. Breviaries, for example, 

though they progressed chronologically, often organized their narrative according to the 

reigns of emperors, the exemplars of the Roman state. Contemporary rulers or great men 

were often called ‘another Augustus’ or ‘another Trajan.’ Christianity made this difficult 

because there could not be ‘another Christ.’ Proxy figures had to be used instead because 

His goodness and virtue overwhelms everything else in the narrative.185 

 Sulpicius Severus’ Life of Saint Martin was a direct result of these developments. 

His epistolary prologue opens with a greeting to his friend Desiderius, and immediately 

works in the humility topos. He states the present work was only written at the urging of 

his friend, but is concerned his rough style might offend some readers. As expected, 

however, he follows other Christian writers of the day and argues that the truth will out, 

“because the kingdom of God consists not of eloquence, but faith.” He emphasizes the 

misfortune that “the excellences of so great a man should remain concealed” and asks 

that Desiderius “kindly erase the title which the book bears on its front…let the book 

proclaim its subject-matter, while it tells nothing of the author.”186 This seems a 

continued emphasis on the humility topos, but may also be an affirmative statement on 

the qualities of St. Martin. Neither he nor Martin need the small vanity of being named, 

and it foreshadows the major theme of his formal prologue (usually labeled Chapter 1), 

which contrasts pagan vanity with Christian humility.187 

                                                
184 Gregory of Nyssa, On the Making of Man, NPNF 2.5, XVIII.8. 
185 John Howe, Church Reform and Social Change in Eleventh-Century Italy: Dominic of Sora and His 
Patrons (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1997), 66-67. 
186 Sulpicius Severus, Life of St. Martin,NPNF II.11, 3. 
187 He repeats this statement in the prologue to his Sacred History, NPNF 2.11, I; Bequette, “Sulpicius 
Severus,” 59. 
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 The formal prologue is longer than the letter to Desiderius and explicitly discusses 

the underlying purposes of the vita. Throughout the vita, St. Martin is shown converting 

pagans, destroying their temples, felling their idols, and exorcising their demons. 

Sulpicius is obviously seeking to show the superiority of Christianity over the old pagan 

religions, but his prologue provides more precise detail that helps modern scholars 

understand the cultural pressures and concerns that more practically influenced the 

creation of this hagiography. For example, the lessons of Homer and Socrates, almost 

universally praised in the Middle Ages, are “folly to imitate…[and it is] absolute madness 

not to assail them with the utmost severity,” because they only perpetuate the memory of 

mortals (hominum memoriam), not the eternal memory (perrenem memoriam) found 

through living a pious life. Sulpicius describes Martin not to preserve the deeds of a 

Christian exemplar, but so “readers shall be roused to the pursuit of true knowledge, and 

heavenly warfare, and divine virtue.” Real virtue lay in humility, and the best 

characteristics of St. Martin were “Those excellences of which he alone was conscious 

[which are] completely unknown, because, as he did not seek for honor from men.” This 

is in stark contrast to Hector, Aeneas, and the other heroes of antiquity who sought to live 

forever through great deeds proclaimed by many people. Just as Eunapius tried to defend 

his culture and traditions through the great deeds of the Greek philosophers, so too was 

Sulpicius trying to define intellectual foundations for a public culture in which the 

Church could do its duty and lead people to salvation.188  

                                                
188 Murphy, Medieval Rhetoric, 48-49. 
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 The most extensive defense of Christianity from late antiquity is probably 

Orosius’ Seven Books of History against the Pagans (c.415 – after 423 CE).189 Augustine 

commissioned it sometime during his writing of the City of God. Orosius wanted to 

present secular history from a Christian perspective, but whereas Jerome had tried to 

reconcile Christian and secular chronology, Orosius attempted to show how secular 

scholars had erred because they lacked the revelations of Christ.190 This new knowledge 

allowed discerning scholars to see God’s direct interactions with his creation, usually to 

punish humans for sins or to reward them for good deeds. Immediately on his mind, no 

doubt, was the Gothic sack of Rome that had prompted Augustine to begin writing City of 

God. Whereas Augustine’s reaction to this event was to remind Christians that the stuff 

of the world was inconsequential in comparison to the heavenly city, Orosius’ reaction 

was to state that the cause of any problems was the pagans living in Rome.191 It was even 

a good thing that Rome was sacked because the destruction helped remove some pagan 

iconography.192 

 In the prologue to Book I writes that he is consciously avoiding references to the 

Bible because the historical facts in it can already be found in many other sources that he 

used instead.193 Understandably, Eusebius-Jerome forms the framework of his text, 

providing a lot of the historical legwork, but he primarily uses pagan sources throughout. 

It is clear Orosius attempts to shake the audience’s belief in the accuracy of previously 

authoritative, mostly Roman, sources. To modern scholars, this historical revisionism 

                                                
189 Orosius, Seven Books of History against the Pagans, tr. A.T. Fear (Liverpool: Liverpool University 
Press, 2010). 
190 See, e.g., Orosius, Against the Pagans, I.1.13; II.1; IV.1. 
191 Orosius, Against the Pagans, VII.37-38. 
192 Orosius, Against the Pagans, II.19. 
193 Orosius, Against the Pagans. I.1.8. 
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seems dishonest, but it is remarkable as a source for this dissertation because of the sheer 

amount of information available – a general prologue, as well as a prologue attached to 

each of the seven books. Because of his focus on pagan sources, we can see all of the 

trends from both secular and sacred historiography in late antiquity. A line-by-line 

discussion of these prologues would result in a lot of overlap and pages of redundant text, 

so what follows is a synopsis of notable features. 

 Orosius addresses the general prologue to Augustine, and he appropriately begins 

with the humility topos and deference to his teacher, praising Augustine’s dogged pursuit 

of Christian virtue. His stated purpose, to oppose Augustine’s pagan detractors, is 

followed by two items that would become staples in prologues in the Middle Ages: he 

will relate events in the text “briefly and systematically,” and will discuss the significance 

of natural phenomena such as the weather.194  

 Book I’s prologue criticizes cyclical history, followed by an attempt to accurately 

date Adam in comparison to the contemporary fourth century.195 This long span of time is 

used to justify his previous statement of being brief – there are simply too many things to 

talk about in detail. He follows this with a statement that over all this time, God has 

punished the wicked and rewarded the good. He ends in typical fashion, stating Book I 

will cover creation to the founding of Rome. 

 Book II’s prologue starts a theme that continues throughout the work by providing 

a transition sentence linking it to the epilogue and general content of the previous book, 

and re-emphasizing one of his main points. In this case, unpleasant natural phenomena 

                                                
194 Orosius, Against the Pagans, I.1.10: “ordinato breuiter uoluminis textu explicarem.” 
195 See, e.g. Hesiod, Works and Days; Polybius, The Histories 
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descend upon the world as a consequence to the sins of humanity.196 Book III’s prologue 

begins by stating that not every event can be covered in detail, criticizing his 

predecessors who could not reach a consensus on the order or importance of events 

despite using the same sources Orosius did. Here, he is especially worried that his brevity 

“though aiding one to grasp easily the picture of occurrences, does prevent a genuine 

comprehension of their meaning.”197 This concern was especially common in histories 

with purposefully brief entries, such as Eusebius-Jerome and the breviaries discussed 

above. 

 Book IV features a longer prologue than Books II and III, and begins with an 

analysis of a line from Vergil’s Aeneid: “And perhaps it will be pleasing to remember 

these things one day,” which he uses as a springboard to criticize his contemporaries and 

predecessors who either spend too much time comparing past events with contemporary 

events or (ironically) exaggerating them to the point of absurdity. 198 “I would teach this 

man…that his discomfort was due not to the severity of the weather but to sluggishness 

in himself,” he writes.199 Their ancestors did bear great burdens, but it is prideful to 

compare contemporary events, which have the benefit of Christianity, to those in the past, 

where people had no hope of salvation. 

 Book V’s prologue continues his assertion that Rome never really did anything 

great until the coming of Christianity, cautioning his audience that even though the 

historical record shows a multitude of victories, it is really fool’s gold. This prologue is 

longer than Book IV’s, and proceeds to point out that even though Rome had many 

                                                
196 Orosius, Against the Pagans, II.1-6. 
197 Orosius Against the Pagans, III.1.3: “Etsi cognoscendi imaginem praefert, aufert tamen intellegendi 
uigorem.” 
198 Vergil, Aeneid, I.203: “Forsan et haec olim meminisse iuuabit.” 
199 Orosius, Against the Pagans, IV.1.7. 
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reasons to rejoice and enjoy its victories, the rest of world, that is, the rest of God’s 

people, did not. He ends with the provocative question about whether or not their 

contemporary time was happier (feliciora) than that of their predecessors.200 His 

conclusion at the end of the prologue is that the present is indeed a happier time than the 

past because the ills of the present are less severe. This is due to the unity of the Roman 

Empire based upon the fellowship of Christianity. He parallels the reign of Caesar with 

the life of Christ, implying that the simultaneous rise of the Empire and the Christian 

religion is no coincidence. 

 Book VI’s prologue is longer than Book V’s, and continues to expand upon 

Orosius’ general conception of the divinely ordered historical process and the place of 

Rome and Christianity in it. God is upheld as the citadel of virtue, and in his supremacy it 

is no wonder than simple, dumb people at times misunderstood God’s place, or their own 

place for that matter, in the divine order. This confusion led to the development of the 

pagan religions. He questions where Romulus received his divine fate from if there were 

no state-sponsored gods to grant him favor at the time. He further questions the power of 

the Roman gods by asking why they could not stamp out the fledgling Christian church 

when it first appeared during a high point of Roman political and military power. Even 

centuries of persecution could not deter the Christians, who eventually converted the 

emperors who began closing the temples.201 

 Book VII’s prologue is shorter, and Orosius uses it to sum up the arguments made 

in the previous six books. Though he stated in the prologue to Book I he was going to 

avoid Biblical allusion, by this point the argument has been made and can stand or fall on 

                                                
200 Orosius, Against the Pagans, V.1.10-12. 
201 Orosius, Against the Pagans, VI.1.1-20. 
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its own merit (rhetorically, this prologue is acting as an epilogue). These prologues act as 

a sort of breviary to the whole work. Orosius provides a progressively established world, 

moving chronologically according to important figures and their great deeds. He has 

focused the audience on particular types of events, those that serve to show how 

Christianity corrected the errors of the pagan religions, often through divine intervention. 

Ultimately, his goal is to laud the Christian Roman state, noting that Rome may have 

been great in the past, but the addition of Christianity made it even greater.202 The 

timeline that Eusebius/Jerome had struggled with so much, the concern of Eunapius over 

his at-risk cultural traditions, the desire of breviary authors to promote a particular 

argument, and the aim of the De viris illustribus to preserve the deeds of great men are all 

synthesized in Orosius.  

 Orosius’ history became a standard medieval historical text, often used in 

teaching Christian history, and surviving in nearly two-hundred fifty manuscripts, 

including an Old English translation produced around 900 CE at the urging of King 

Alfred.203 The historiographic and prologue themes innovated by Eusebius-Jerome began 

solidifying under Orosius, and were fully cemented when Bede and Gildas used Orosius 

as one of their most important sources in the construction of their respective 

histories.204The prologue conventions Orosius uses, though not original, certainly parallel 

those found in the earliest English historical authors, most notably in the firmly expressed 

                                                
202 Orosius, Against the Pagans, VII.1.1-11. 
203 J.M. Bately & D.J.A. Ross, “A Check List of Manuscripts of Orosius ‘Historiarum Adversum Paganos 
Libri Septem,” Scriptorium 15, no. 2 (1961): 329-334; Malcolm Godden, ed. & tr., The Old English History 
of the World (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2016). 
204 Diarmuid Scully, “Bede, Orosius and Gildas on the Early History of Britain,” in Bède le Vénérable, ed. 
S. Lebecq, M. Perrin, & O. Szerwiniak (Villeneuve d'Ascq: Institut de recherches historiques du 
Septentrion – IRHiS, 2005), 31-42. 
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desire for the insular communities to reject the pagan religions and embrace a Christian 

community. 

 

Conclusion            
  
 Underlying all the authors and texts in this chapter is a two-tiered system of 

interpretation. Victorinus and Boethius showed how quality and substance are distinct yet 

interdependent concepts, and have interesting applications in prologues like Orosius’ 

where secular events may have the quality of God’s divine order. Augustine showed how 

eloquence and wisdom had a similar relationship to substance and quality, again making 

the former nearly irrelevant in light of divine Truth, which makes itself known no matter 

how it is presented. Apthonius provides handy terms with which to apply the theories of 

the other writers onto historical texts. Hypodiaresis occurs in Jerome and Orosius, and 

they try to subordinate the established classical tradition to a more sacred one. The 

breviary writers were tasked with periousia; traditional discursive history was too long 

and the specific goals of the patrons dictated how long and what aim the text had. 

 Prologues are critical in this interpretive process. They extended their role from 

introducing argumentative and/or structural features of texts to directing audience 

towards a particular religious ideology and worldview that was an essential component of 

proper Christian living. Most importantly, even in an increasingly Christian world, 

scholars continue to rely on the methods of their classical pagan predecessors. The 

change in the purpose of history from immortalizing great deeds to finding the immortal 

God in the actions of the past was reflected in the prologues to these histories. Prologues 
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were not just introduction to texts, but introductions to systems of knowledge and cultural 

customs.



Texas Tech University, Lane J. Sobehrad, August 2017 

 157 

CHAPTER III 
 

THE MEDIEVAL PROLOGUE TRADITION 
 
Of Engelond to Caunterbury they wen[t] 
The hooly blisful martir for to seke 
… 
[And] Plato s[aid] who[ever] kan him re[a]d, 
The wordes m[us]t be c[ousi]n to the de[e]d. 
… 
And he b[e]gan with right a m[e]r[ry] cheere 
His tale anon and s[ai]d in this man[n]er1 
 
 Perhaps the most famous prologue in English is the General Prologue of The 

Canterbury Tales (c. 1400). As Helen Phillips puts it, here “Chaucer prepares 

expectations for the [narrative] canvas to be a larger, more general one, encompassing 

heaven and earth, the natural and spiritual, English shires and ‘straunge strondes,’ the 

world of ancient learning, myth and poetic tradition, humour…, and the divine design in 

the heavens, on earth and in human souls.”2 Yet the bulk of the prologue is taken up with 

a catalog of character descriptions, not exposition on the distinction between interpretive 

levels. The end is even stranger when the jolly narrator sends the travelers off “with a 

right merry cheere.” What exactly is Chaucer doing? The many narrative voices of The 

Canterbury Tales, and the General Prologue in particular, have been discussed at length 

precisely because they do not fit the rhetorical conventions common in late Medieval 

England.3 Chaucer uses at least three different narrative voices on at least three different 

interpretive levels, and none of them consistently.  

                                                
1 Chaucer, Canterbury Tales, ed. Robert Boenig and Andrew Taylor (Buffalo: Broadview Press, 2008), GP, 
ll. 16-18, 741-742, 746 
2 Helen Phillips, An Introduction to the Canterbury Tales: Reading, Fiction, Text (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2000), 22. 
3 See e.g, Kemp Malone, “Style and Structure in the Prologue to the Canterbury Tales,” English Literary 
History 13 (1946): 38-45; Arthur Hoffman, “Chaucer’s Prologue to Pilgrimage: The Two Voices,” English 
Literary History 21 (1954): 1-16; Loy D. Martin, “History and Form in the General Prologue to the 
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 What makes Chaucer’s prologue interesting is his seemingly disorganized and 

near nonsensical shifting of voice.4 Rhetorical dialogues date back to Greek antiquity. 

Medieval authors recognized the potential need for multiple voices. Peter Abelard (1079-

1142) in Exposition on the Six-Day Work notes that Augustine and Boethius “set up 

[their] argument as if two [were speaking],” and Hugh of St. Victor says in his 

commentary on Ecclesiastes that “it is necessary for the speaker to assume the voices of 

many speakers…so that he has the power to present the characters of many in his own 

person.”5 Both agree that having the intellectual capability of understanding multiple 

voices, each with distinct purpose, is necessary in order to attempt to understand the 

supernatural and divine. In the case of the former, Abelard notes that a multiplicity of 

interpretive levels was part of God’s creation of humanity’s rational mind, while for 

Hugh many voices are necessary because the lessons of Solomon are applicable to the 

entirety of the Church for a wide array of causes. Historical authors, in particular, made 

use of this technique to give voice to important figures or make a significant event more 

relatable. It helps establish and reinforce the boundaries of the readers’ community.6 

 Other classically inspired features of the prologue include Chaucer’s nature 

theme, his opening with April’s “sweet showers” that can be dated at least to the first 

                                                                                                                                            
Canterbury Tales,” English Literary History 45, no. 1 (Spring 1978): 1-17; Barbara Nolan, “’A Poet Ther 
Was’: Chaucer’s Voices in the General Prologue to the Canterbury Tales,” PMLA 101, no. 2 (March 1986): 
154-169; Paul Hardwick, “Chaucer: The Poet as Ploughman,” The Chaucer Review 33, no. 2 (1998): 146-
156; Gerald Morgan, “Moral and Social Identity and the Idea of Pilgrimage in the ‘General Prologue’,” The 
Chaucer Review 37, no. 4 (2003): 285-314. For a more general treatment, see the commentary and notes in 
Peter Mack and Chris Walton, ed., General Prologue to the Canterbury Tales (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2008). 
4 Jerome Mandel, “Other Voices in the ‘Canterbury Tales’,” Criticism 19, no. 4 (Fall 1977): 339. 
5 Peter Abelard, Expositio in Hexameron, PL 178, 760 B-C; Hugh of St. Victor, In Salomonis Ecclesiasten 
Homiliae XIX, PL 175, 115C; Conrad of Hirsau, Accessus ad auctores. Bernard d'Utrecht. Conrad d' 
Hirsau, ed. R.B.C. Huygens (Leiden: Brill, 1970), 108; Nolan, “Chaucer’s Voices,” 156-157. 
6 Caroline Goodson, Anne Lester, & Carol Symes, “Introduction,” in Cities, Texts and Social Networks, 
400-1500: Experiences and Perceptions of Medieval Ubran Spaces, ed. C. Goodson, A. Lester, & C. 
Symes (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 12-14. 
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century BCE in Lucretius’ On the Nature of Things and Virgil’s Georgics.7 In the Middle 

Ages, this Natureingang is found all across medieval literature, particularly in romances 

and love poetry.  

 His use of cataloguing – the big list of all the characters, their general 

background, and what type of story they will tell – is a rhetorical technique found most 

prominently in Homer’s lists of kings, ships, and heroic warriors. In the Middle Ages, 

cataloguing is used often in chronicles and annals, as well as in prose such as Culhwch 

and Owen, a twelfth-century Welsh story in the Arthurian corpus that includes extensive 

lists of Arthur’s knights and their accomplishments. Such techniques are classical in 

themselves.  

 In the opening lines of the Aeneid, Virgil’s prologue, discussed above, used 

structures and content similar to Cato in order to lend his epic a bit of authority and 

legitimacy. Chaucer’s unconventional use of conventional forms was a way to introduce 

audiences to potentially controversial subjects in fourteenth-century England without a 

negative first impression.8 Prologues are supposed to establish expectations for 

audiences, not challenge them. It is not so surprising then that Chaucer appears to use 

such long-standing strategies in his prologue. It is his application of them, rather than 

their use, makes Chaucer ’s prologue remarkable. 

 Chaucer is able to get away with controversial stories partly because of the truth 

claims he makes in the prologue. His stories are “word for word” so they are not 

                                                
7 Lucretius, Virgil, Georgics, II.323-335; Phillips, Introduction, 22. See Rudy Sprayer, “The Prologue to 
the General Prologue: Chaucer’s Statement About Nature in the Opening Lines of the ‘Canterbury Tales’,” 
Neuphilologische Mitteilungen 81, no. 2 (1980): 142-149, for a survey of the form. 
8 Phillips, Introduction, 20-22; Alcuin Blamires, “Chaucer the Reactionary: Ideology and the General 
Prologue to The Canterbury Tales,” The Review of English Studies 51, no. 204 (November 2000): 523-539. 
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“untrue.”9 The standard for this, however, is curious, for the “words must be cousin to the 

deed.” This is a Stoic and Platonic interpretation of the relationship between word and 

deed wherein words derive their meaning from nature, not tradition.10 In medieval 

grammar and rhetoric this is most often found as ‘argument’ (argumentum), which Cicero 

defines as “a reason which causes men to believe a thing which would otherwise be 

doubtful.”11 All Chaucer had to do was tell a plausible story based on rational 

explanations, and the appropriate truth could be revealed to the reader. Similar 

‘arguments’ are mentioned all over medieval English texts, from Anselm of Canterbury 

to Bede. Thus Chaucer can again be traced from the late medieval back to antiquity.  

 For Chaucer to be was unconventional, early medieval writers had to establish 

convention. Encyclopedists compiled the knowledge of the ancients and early Christian 

writers. Commentaries and grammatical texts had to be updated as scholars sifted through 

this assembled knowledge. For prologues, what results is a reinterpretation of classical 

theory and structures, framed under a Christian worldview. Now, prologues were not just 

for introducing the ideas of a text underpinned by an intellectual system, but an 

introduction to the machinations of the divine. As scholarship began sifting through this 

assembled knowledge seeking out those hints of God, it was grouped, synthesized, and 

analyzed. Chaucer’s introduction of characters in the prologues explicitly introduced 

personalities, but implicitly introduced presupposed ideas about each character. He was 

able to dictate not just the plot of the narrative, but what and how the audience thought. 

Earlier medieval prologues did this, too. Using proper titles, authoritative references, 

                                                
9 Chaucer, Canterbury Tales, I.733-735. 
10 P.B. Taylor, “Chaucer’s Cosyn to the Dede,” Speculum 57, no. 2 (April 1982): 315-327. 
11 Cicero, Topica, II.8;  
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significant idioms, or even addressing a prologue to a particular person allowed authors 

to recognize their audience and direct them towards the goals of their texts.  

 
 
The Encyclopedists         
  
 The late Roman Christian writers in chapter two established a body of Christian 

literature that early medieval writers had to incorporate into an already existing body of 

classical literature. Often, the first step in this process was often assembling that 

knowledge for later writers to evaluate. Cassiodorus (c.485-c.585) was the chief 

administrator for the Ostrogothic ruler Theoderic the Great. He had succeeded Boethius’ 

as chief minister, but he is perhaps most famous for the founding of his monastery in 

Calabria, the Vivarium, notable for its library and its book of guiding principles, 

Cassiodorus’ Institutiones.12 The full title is Institutiones divinarum et saecularium 

litterarum, which Leslie Jones translates as an Introduction to Divine and Secular 

Readings. It is an interesting translation choice, since “institutio” is generally used to 

mean something like “foundation” or “arrangement” or even “learning,” but only here 

“introduction.” Yet introduce is what Cassiodorus does. The text is for “beginners,” he 

says in the prologue, so that they do not go astray later on, in the pursuit of more 

complicated spiritual issues. Cassiodorus remarks that learning about sacred things is a 

progressive process, “Climb[ing] unhesitatingly to the Divine Scripture…as if by a 

certain ladder in Jacob’s vision.”13 The reference is to Genesis 28:10-19, in which Jacob 

has a vision of angels ascending and descending a ladder connecting heaven and earth. 

                                                
12 James O’Donnell, Cassiodorus (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1979), 15. 
13 Cassiodorus, An Introduction to Divine and Human Readings, tr. Leslie Jones (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1969), 68. 
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This imagery is frequently repeated by the Church fathers, usually as a way to promote 

following a virtuous life.14 

 The Institutiones is intended to serve as one of the bottom rungs on Cassiodorus’ 

ladder to the divine (dare I say, a prologue). It offers foundational information to support 

ideas further up. One of the major concerns of Christian writers in Late Antiquity was to 

reconcile the secular and sacred intellectual traditions. Cassiodorus explains that his book 

tells us how to do it.15 Like Augustine, Cassiodorus views memory as connected to the 

soul and thus also connected to the divine. The ladder provides not just a means of 

virtuous ascent, but divine communication: “happy indeed the soul which through the 

Lord’s bounty has hidden in the recess of the memory the secret of such a great gift.”16 

Though it is possible that “men, mighty, in strength of memory…have solved the 

questions brought forward merely by example drawn from divine authority,” how “much 

happier the man who through critical searching has learned the paths of 

knowledge…[and] is filled with divine communications.”17 To extend the analogy, there 

are some remarkable figures, like Moses, who get to take the elevator up to Heaven on 

account of their virtue and holiness. Everyone else has to spend the time and effort 

hauling themselves up the ladder on account of their natural sinfulness. 

 Cassiodorus explains how all this works by dividing Institutiones into two books. 

The first deals with the proper methods to read and interpret sacred literature, which is 

                                                
14 In Scripture, see also John 1:51. In Patristics, see e.g., Irenaeus, “Against Heresies,” ANF 1, III.24.1; 
Origen, “Homily 27: Numbers 33:1-49,” in Homilies on Numbers, tr. Thomas P. Scheck, ed. Christopher A. 
Hall (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2009), 33:1-2, p. 168; Gregory of Nyssa, The Life of Moses, tr. 
Abraham Mahlherbe and Everett Ferguson (New York: Paulist Press, 1978), 227; John Chrysostom, 
“Homily 83,” in The Homilies on the Gospel of John, NPNF 1.14, John 18:37. For classical precedents, see 
Plato, Symposium, 210e, 211c; Plotinus, Enneads, 1.6.1. 
15 Cassiodorus, An Introduction, 67. 
16 Cassiodorus, An Introduction, 68. 
17 Cassiodorus, An Introduction, 68. 
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“better understood because of previous knowledge” found in the second book’s 

explanation of the seven liberal arts.18 Book two is “crowded with etymologies and full of 

a discussion of definitions.”19 These are necessary because “We ought, as Varro says, to 

understand that the elements of all arts came into existence because of some 

usefulness.”20 That is, the constituent parts, divisions, and components that make up the 

seven liberal arts all serve some useful purpose, or they would not have been distinctly 

identified by ancient authors. Take the humble Table of Contents, for example, which has 

existed as an identifiable structure at least since Pliny the Elder’s Natural History in the 

first century BCE.21 Pliny includes it so his readers can easily navigate his compendious 

text, allowing them to read only what is necessary. Cassiodorus includes one in the 

prologue because “By stating the contents of the entire book in advance, I have, as it 

were, given bail to secure the performance of my promise.”22 Both texts are encyclopedic 

– that is, a series of entries full of etymologies and definitions – but Pliny clearly does not 

view his text as a cohesive unit in the way that Cassiodorus does. The latter’s Table of 

Contents can be viewed as part of the prologue, or at least another structure with similar 

functions. The former’s is simply a reference tool. Cassiodorus provides a list of subject-

expectations laid out for the audience. It is part of the twofold learning process, “a clear 

                                                
18 Cassiodorus, An Introduction, 70. 
19 Cassiodorus, An Introduction, 143. 
20 Probably from his lost grammatical work, Disciplinarum libri IX. See Manfred Simon, “Zur 
überlieferungsgeschichte von Varros Disciplinarum libri IX,” Philologus 108 (1964): 142- 144; “Zur 
Abhängigkeit Spätrömischer Enzyklopädien der Artes Liberales von Varros Disciplinarum Libri,” 
Philologus 110 (1966): 88-110; Heinrich Keil, ed., “Servii Commentarius in Artem Donati,” Grammatici 
Latini IV (Leipzig: Teubner, 1844), 405-406. 
21 Pliny notes that Quintus Valerius Soranus (c.140-82 BCE) may have been the originator of the structure 
in a lost work known only as the Epoptides. Pliny, Natural History, tr. Henry Rakcham (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1938), I.Preface; Thomas Köres-Zulauf, “Die ‘Εποπτιδες’ des Valerius Soranus,” 
Rheinisches Museum 113 (1970): 323-358. 
22 Cassiodorus, An Introduction, 70. 
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description [that] first carefully permeates the sense of sight,” that should be followed by 

understanding after “having prepared the ears” through the first step.23 

 Prologues are mentioned explicitly in Cassiodorus’ traditional description of 

rhetoric, which he borrows largely from Cicero’s On Invention. He adds the assertion of 

Fortunatianus’ (fl. c. 450 CE) that rhetoric, which governs prologues, is most useful for 

“civil questions” (civiles quaestiones), that is questions “within the range of common 

understanding, that is, questions everyone can understand.”24 Given his stated purpose of 

providing instruction for beginners, this makes sense and, notably, prologues are one of 

those things calculated to establish expectations for audiences. There is also an explicitly 

stated and executed plan to show how classical ideas can be used to explain the finer 

points of Christian doctrine.  

 The place of prologues and other types of introductory material to serve as first or 

guiding principles for a given text is addressed more fully a few decades later by Isidore 

of Seville (c.560-636). Isidore is best known for his Etymologies, one of the most 

significant and popular texts of the Middle Ages with well over a thousand extant 

medieval manuscripts. The Etymologies is not a work of analysis and innovation, except 

perhaps in its structure. Isidore and the other early medieval Encyclopedists were more 

concerned with preserving ancient knowledge for others to dissect in the future. Isidore 

provides a couple of definitions of introductory material, and he wrote separate works 

with which his definition can be compared. That is, the conventions of prologues can be 

tested to see if they were being repeated because of the authority  (auctoritas) of 

                                                
23 Cassiodorus, An Introduction, 145. 
24 Fortunatianus, “Artes Libri III” in Rhetores Latini Minores, ed. Halm (Leipzig: Teubner, 1863), 81. 
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predecessors like Jerome and Cicero, or if Isidore found practical use in the received 

instructions.  

 Etymologies Book II, whose general topic is dialectic and rhetoric, offers Isidore’s 

first mention of prologues. He names four parts of an oration, like Aristotle and 

Aphthonius (recall Cicero and Victorinus named six parts). He begins with an exordium. 

His explanation is lifted directly from De Inventione, noting it “elicits attention” by 

rendering listeners “benevolent by entreaty, docile by instruction, attentive by 

stimulation.”25 However, unlike the Romans and Late Antique rhetoricians, Isidore 

complicates his terminology in a couple of later passages, seemingly due to some Greek 

influence. Later in Book II, in his chapter on Porphyry’s Isagoge, Isidore translates its 

title literally into Latin, naming it “Introduction, specifically for those beginning 

philosophy,” especially for the basic principles of philosophy. Like Cassiodorus in his 

Institutiones, Isidore reasserts the idea that one should learn the fundamental tenets of 

something before moving on to more complex things, hence his use of introductory 

vocabulary and associated principles. Curiously, however, the extant titles and table of 

contents for the Etymologies come from a later editor, not Isidore.26 

 The same is true of Isidore’s introductory material. His formal prologue is a brief 

dedicatory message to Sisebut, the Visigothic king of Spain (c.620), stating he “compiled 

from my recollection (recordatio) of readings from antiquity (veteris lectionis) and 

annotated in certain places as written by the pen (stilo) of our ancestors.”27 Such a short 

                                                
25 Isidore, Etymologies, II.vii.1-2. 
26 Bianca-Jeanette Schröder, Titel und Text: Zur Entwicklung lateinischer Gedichtüberschriften. Mit 
Untersuchungen zu lateinischen Buchtiteln, Inhaltsverzeichnissen und anderen Gliederungsmitteln (Berlin: 
de Gruyter, 1999), 146-150. 
27 Wallace M. Lindsay, “The Editing of Isidore’s Etymologiae,” The Classical Quarterly 5 (January 1911): 
42-53. 
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prologue seems innocuous and does not really fit the conventions presented in previous 

chapters: its most recent translator calls it “unfortunately ambiguous.”28 But recall the 

ancients who purposefully used words with double meaning in their prologues in order to 

intensely compact complicated ideas so as to not bore the audience.29 Though Isidore 

provides little analysis in the Etymologies, he was no doubt one of the most learned men 

of his age, and it would not then be unreasonable to suggest that his double meanings 

were intentional.30 So recordatio was both “memory” and “written record,” while veteris 

lectionis can be both “readings from antiquity” and “my old (course of) reading,” and 

stilo both “by the pen” and “in the syle [of]” – both and, not either or, as the translators 

suggest. It also makes more logical sense, too. Though Augustine claimed the human 

memory has infinite depths and can connect people to the divine, Isidore did not write the 

Etymologies from memory, and he cites many passages verbatim from ancient sources. 

The records of antiquity suggest not only an authoritative corpus, but one Isidore had 

used during his own education, implying that there is proper educational curriculum to 

follow in order to get that introductio, so stilo is not just words inked onto pages but 

literary and intellectual homage to those with appropriate auctoritas.  

 There is a long history behind the idea that studying the origins of words leads to 

the expansion of knowledge or a deeper understanding.31 Previous chapters explained the 

difference between figurative and literal language in the Bible, but early Christians, 

unsurprisingly, based some of their methods on even older traditions. Cato the Elder’s 

                                                
28 Isidore, Etymologies, p.413. 
29 R.F. Newbold, “Polysemy and Authority in the Late Roman Empire,” Semiotica 71, no. 3-4 (2009): 227-
242. 
30 Reydellet, “La Diffusion des Origines d’Isidore de Séville au haut Moyen Âge,” Mélanges d’archéologie 
et d’histoire de l’École française de Rome 78 (1966): 435. 
31 Isidore, Etymologies, p.11, 22. 
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lost encyclopedia is one such work, as is Plato’s Cratylus, where a conveniently named 

Hermogenes asserts that the titular Cratylus stated “everything has a right name of its 

own, which comes by nature, and that name is not whatever people call a thing by 

agreement…but there is a kind of inherent correctness in names.”32 This fits in with an 

Augustinian interpretation of signs that would have been a major influence on Isidore, as 

he confirms in his own discussion of etymology: “for when you have seen whence a word 

has originated, you understand its force more quickly;” although in proper recognitions of 

human frailty, he admits that “some things received names not according to their innate 

qualities, but by the caprice (arbitrium) of human will.”33 The significance of names also 

applies to Biblical exegesis. In Genesis, for example, existence is inexorably linked with 

naming the things created, and medieval etymology reconnects words with their ultimate 

origins.34 Varro’s idiom homo bulla (lit. “man [is] a bubble”) in the prologue to his 

treatise on farming justifies the need for a continual reassessment of the origin of words 

because human speech is often put out into the world only to burst and disappear 

forever.35 

 If this is so, then it makes Isidore’s prefatory word choice all the more important 

to an understanding of his and of later medieval writings. His chapter structure provides 

further insight. Stephen Barney, W.J. Lewis, J.A. Beach, and Oliver Berghof, the most 

recent editors and translators of Etymologies, astutely note that Isidore typically addresses 

                                                
32 Plato, Cratylus 383a. 
33 Isidore, Etymologies, I.xxix. 
34 Valerie Allen, On Farting: Language and Laughter in the Middle Ages (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 
2007), 115-116. 
35 Varro, Rerum Rusticarum Libri Tres, ed. Geore Goetz (Leipzig: Tuebner, 1912), I.I. Relating humans to 
bubbles is actually classical, too. See e.g., Lucian, “Charon,” in Lucian: Selected Dialogues, ed. C.D.C. 
Costa (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 22, 249 n.23. 
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three topics in each chapter to help audiences understand its purpose.36 He introduces the 

subject and provides a basic explanation of it, usually by way of etymology; he explains 

the subject’s various iterations according to the current state of knowledge; and he 

provides a selection of notable predecessors whose auctoritas contributed to the present 

states of knowledge. Such is the need of anyone offering an introductio, just as the 

exordium and prooemion do for a speech of text. Aristotle and his successors showed that  

“benevolence by entreaty” meant (briefly) showing the work of the topic at hand; “docile 

by instruction” meant explaining how people have interpreted the proposed subject; and 

“attentive by stimulation,” meant providing some hooks to encourage audiences to 

continue reading. Add to this Isidore’s explanation of faults to parallel Cicero’s list of 

things to avoid in prologues and the prefatory nature of the Etymologies is more than a 

little compelling, especially if one applies Boethius’ concept of rhetoric-in-rhetoric. 

 Isidore’s third and final mention of introductory material further supports this 

idea. Book VI covers “Books and Ecclesiastical Offices,” explaining the basic precepts of 

reading books and interpreting Christian doctrine. Chapter viii introduces three general 

types of literature clerical students will encounter in the course of their studies: extracts 

(excerptum), homilies/talks (homilia/verbum), and books (tomus). “A proem 

(prooemium),” he writes, “is the beginning of a discourse, for proems are the first parts of 

books which are attached prior to the presentation of the main matter in order to prepare 

the ears of the audience.”37 First, he conflates discourse and book, which is a minor 

concern since ancient and medieval authors use prooemium, exordium, introductio, and 

other terms nearly interchangeably, and his use of the more general “dicendi” for 

                                                
36 He addresses the subjects directly in successive chapters on etymology, glosses, differentiation, and 
faults. Isidore, Etymologies, I.xxix-xxxii. 
37 Isidore, Etymologies, VI.viii.9. 



Texas Tech University, Lane J. Sobehrad, August 2017 

 169 

discourse rather than a more precise terms indicates that books are not the only place for 

prologues. Second, he continues that “many, skilled in their Latinity, use the name 

‘proem’ without translation, but among us the translated term has the name ‘preface’ 

(praefatio), as it were a pre-speaking (praelocutio).”38 Praefatio was used by medieval 

writers just as often as other terms for prologue, but here Isidore is indicating a more 

familiar usage, probably its liturgical use as the opening to a Mass.39 Third, though 

praelocutio has precedent in Augustine’s On Christian Doctrine, Isidore’s use of it is still 

rare in the seventh century and, significantly, not found in discussions of the form and 

function of prologues by rhetoricians or grammarians. The big question, however, is why 

Isidore includes such a description here, situating it before chapters on wax tablets and 

after a discussion of how codex technology made its way into the Roman Empire. More 

specifically, Isidore puts prologues (proem/prooemium) in with royal registers (fasti), 

commandments (praeceptum), letters (epistola), parables (parabola), and commentaries 

(commentarium).40 His placement suggests that he saw prologues as a distinct text, rather 

than a compositional feature.  

 Thus, a final note on Isidore is worth mentioning if for no other reason than its 

importance in the interpretation of medieval manuscript transmission. In addition to the 

brief dedicatory letter, five other letters between Isidore and his friend and protégé 

Braulio, Bishop of Zaragoza (c.590-c.650) are usually included at the front of 

                                                
38 Isidore, Etymologies, VI.viii.9. As “prologue,” praelocutio dates to Augustine’s De Doctrina Christiana, 
IV.i.2, “I wish by this [prologue] (praelocutio) to put a stop to the expectations of readers who may think 
that I am about to lay down rules of rhetoric that I have learned.” As a “pre-speaking,” as Isidore’s 
translators suggest, its usage is older, dating at least to Seneca, Excerpta Controversiae, (Leipzig: Tuebner, 
1872), III.1.11: “Silo Pompeius, seated, is eloquent and literate, and is being fluent as if embarking in a pre-
speaking (praelocutio).” Its parent, praeloquor, can be found in Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, IV.i.2; 
Plautus, Rudens, ed. and tr. Wolfgang de Melo (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2012), ll. 119, 248. 
39 Joseph Jungmann, The Mass of the Roman Rite, esp. I.261-276. 
40 There are nineteen types listed in total. For full definitions, see Isidore, Etymologies, VI.viii.2-18. 
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manuscripts. They are not original to the text and Braulio himself likely added them 

along with the chapter titles and table of contents. Even though Isidore did not include 

these letters in the original plan of the Etymologies, it can be asked whether or not they 

should be counted as proper prefatory material because the manuscript tradition includes 

them. Wallace Lindsay produced the last complete critical edition in 1911, and he 

includes the letters at the beginning of his text.41 The 1993 Spanish translation by Jose 

Oroz Reta and Manuel Antonio Casquero also places them at the front, while Barney, et 

al. in the most recent translation into English place the letters in an Appendix.42 Lindsay 

follows the general manuscript trend of placing the letters at the front of the text, making 

it historically accurate, but this does not address the issue as to whether or not the letters 

constitute a prologue, and Wallace interestingly labels them praemissa, “things 

mentioned before.” Lindsay was arguably the best Latin scholar of his day, which makes 

his word choice curious.43 Although he makes no mention of the subject in his article on 

editing the Etymologies, it is worth noting that even though the letters were included at 

the front of Wallace’s edition, it does not appear he was comfortable calling them a 

praefatio or prooemium, perhaps because of their epistolary format. 

 Since quibbling over the appropriate terminology provides no solution, perhaps it 

is best to look at the letters themselves to see if they entreat, instruct, and stimulate 

audiences into benevolence, docility, and attentiveness. The first two epistolary prologues 

are found in the manuscript family III in Lindsay, and are found only in early editions of 

                                                
41 All subsequent partial and complete translations into any language derive largely from the Wallace 
edition. The well-known project by Les Belles Lettres intended to produce a new authoritative edition, has 
yet to finish editions for Books I, IV, VIII, and X. 
42 Isidore, Etimologías: edicíon bilingüe, tr. Jose Oroz Reta and Manuel Antonio Casquero, 3rd ed. (Madrid: 
Biblioteca de autores cristianos, 2004). 
43 John Henderson, “W.M. Lindsay and the Scholarship of Isidore,” in The Medieval World of Isidore of 
Seville (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 212-213.  
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the text. The first relates how Braulio is grateful for his friendship to Isidore in the way 

that the ancients described friendship, while the second has Isidore asking Braulio for 

help in his research.44 The next four letters are always found together in most complete 

manuscripts. Braulio requests that a complete version of the Etymologies be sent to him 

because partial texts are already circulating in assorted levels of completeness and he 

wants to make sure that Isidore’s competency is not questioned as a result of these flawed 

versions. This request has been sent because Isidore had apparently been working on the 

project for seven years and had not yet finished.45 The implication of some laziness by 

Isidore is mitigated by Braulio’s assertion that the Etymologies must be finished because 

they reveal divine knowledge that would benefit him and the rest of Christendom, making 

finishing it a sacred obligation. Finally, in the last letter, dated about a dozen years after 

the first, Isidore states that he has finished the Etymologies and is sending Braulio the 

requested copy.  

 The epistolary format is not a major concern, since epistolary prologues were 

common in the ancient and medieval worlds, and letter writing in general maintained a 

consistent structure from ancient Greece into the medieval period.46 It meets the 

requirements to introduce the text (if not its content, though Braulio’s table of contents 

addresses this), covers the underlying purpose to access divine knowledge, uses the 

humility topos, and provides some background information as to why the work was 

written. All of this fits the general format of a prologue, even if the letters are unlikely to 
                                                
44 See e.g., Cicero, On Old Age. On Friendship. On Divination, ed. and tr. W.A. Falconer (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1923). 
45 Isidore, Etymologies, p.410. 
46 Victoria Pagán, “The Power of the Epistolary Preface from Statius to Pliny,” The Classical Quarterly 60, 
no. 1 (May 2010): 194-201; Paola Ceccarelli, Ancient Greek Letter Writing: A Cultural History (600 BC – 
150 BC) (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 1-13, 101-182. See also the introduction in Owen 
Hodkinson, Patricia Rosenmeyer, and Evelien Bracke, ed., Epistolary Narratives in Ancient Greek 
Literature (Leiden: Brepols, 2013), 1-39. 
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have been composed explicitly for that purpose. Yet the fact is that they are prefatory 

material, so the question remains. This problem will return on a number of occasions as 

this dissertation continues to examine prologues in the Middle Ages. 

 Isidore’s influence in the Middle Ages was nearly universal. The translators of the 

most recent edition of his Etymologies go so far as to claim “It was arguably the most 

influential book, after the Bible, in the learned world of the Latin West for nearly a 

thousand years.”47 The third and final encyclopedist of the early medieval period is 

Rabanus Maurus (c.780-856), a Frankish Benedictine whose On the Nature of Things was 

derived largely from Isidore, but whose other works, including the important On the 

Institution of Clerics (De institutione  clericorum), earned him respect as one of the 

foremost teachers and scholars of his day. In On Christian Doctrine, II.xl.60-61, 

Augustine tells Christians to take everything valuable from the ancient intellectual 

traditions as the Jews did when they absconded with the wealth of the Egyptians in 

Exodus.48 In the prologues to his commentaries on Genesis and Numbers, Rabanus 

echoes Augustine’s call, stating, respectively, that he used the works of the Fathers he 

found helpful for his purposes and used the principles of the works he remembered for 

his own works.49 Rabanus is at the forefront of the early medieval transition that made 

source selection an analytical act rather than haphazard selection, using what supported 

his own theses, and rejecting or ignoring what did not.50 In this view, instead of 

                                                
47 Isidore, Etymologies, p.3. 
48 Exodus 12:35-36. 
49 Rabanus Maurus, “Commentaria in Genesim,” in PL 107, 441A; “Enarrationum in Librum Numerorum,” 
in PL 108, 588A. 
50 James J. Murphy, Rhetoric in the Middle Ages, 95. 
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“swallowing the whole system” of the ancients, the past should be made to serve the 

needs of the present.51 

 This differs notably from Cassiodorus and Isidore (see also Alcuin, below) who 

were more concerned with transmitting the classical tradition than commenting upon it. It 

is also different from Church Fathers such as Jerome and Augustine, who wanted to 

reconcile many of the classical and Christian intellectual traditions. Augustine, for 

example, believed that Cicero’s three levels of style presented in On Invention existed in 

Scripture.52 Rabanus, on the other the hand, as James J. Murphy astutely recognizes, is 

more interested in “interpretandi poetas” than “enarratio poetas.”53 That is, he is more 

interested in finding objective, divine means of interpretation (interpretandi) than 

‘exposing’ and explaining (enarratio) the thoughts and ideas of ancient authors. Rabanus 

was perfectly capable of accurately copying passages of other works into his own, but 

throughout On the Institution of Clerics, he repeatedly changed or altered words to suit 

his own purposes, just as he did with Quintilian. 

 Thus, when Book III begins with a paraphrase of Gregory the Great’s prologue to 

Pastoral Care, it can be reasonably concluded it was purposeful. Gregory’s prologue 

(and Rabanus’ paraphrase) assert that it is the difficult task of teachers to determine what 

students need to learn in order to lead them away from temptation and extraneous matters 

and towards salvation and true knowledge.54 Rabanus explains that the reason for this is 

to increase “in the teaching of great virtue and discernment, so that it is not at variance 

                                                
51 James J. Murphy, Rhetoric in the Middle Ages, 83. 
52 Augustine, De Doctrina Christiana, IV.v.8. 
53 Rabanus copies Quintilian verbatim except for the word preceding poetas. “Interpretandi poetas”: see 
Rabanus Maurus, De Institutione Clericorum Libre Tres, ed. and tr. into German, Detlev Zimpel (New 
York: Peter Lang, 1996), III.18; “Enarratio poetas,” Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, II.v.i. 
54 Leo the Great, Gregory the Great, NPNF II.12, Pref. 
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with a life of wisdom, and [so] the Word does not dissent from discipline.”55 In other 

words, the works he makes use of are utilitarian; they are not for leisurely philosophical 

thought exercises, which, if nothing else, mildly violate the tenets of his Benedictine 

house.56 It is then appropriate that his definition and descriptions of the classical liberal 

arts and their components are short and without commentary. The classical liberal arts are 

neither Scriptural nor patristic nor theological, and thus non-essential for the purposes of 

salvation. “The art [of rhetoric] agrees with practical knowledge,” and thus “every orator 

and preacher of divine law clearly and gracefully profits in learning [it],” but it does not 

have the “status and perfect knowledge of wisdom that is in the Holy Scriptures.”57 

 This diversion from Rabanus’ definition of prologues is important because it 

helps explain why every use of introductory terminology in On the Nature of Things is 

verbatim from Isidore’s Etymologies.58 It was a well-respected, but modestly circulated 

text, according to extant manuscripts. Of the thirty-five complete copies that survive, 

most are filled with extensive annotation and commentary.59 This does not diminish the 

authority of the text, but rather shows that medieval scholars were seriously engaging 

with its ideas. What makes this work especially interesting is that many of the notes and 

comments were copied along with the text, indicating a real effort to use and understand 

                                                
55 Rabanus, De Institutione Clericorum, III.1. 
56 Reading, according to the Rule of St. Benedict, was for the express purpose of bringing one closer to God 
and understanding the divine. As such, it is recommended that monks read often, but not for leisure. 
Punishment, according to the Rule, includes removing reading privileges. Such a punishment is effective 
not because it takes away leisure (i.e. ‘fun’), but because it delays potential divine lessons learned from 
reading. See Benedict of Nursia, The Rule of St. Benedict, ed. Bruce Venarde (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 2011), Ch. 4, 11, 24, 34, 48, 68. 
57 Rabanus, De Institutione Clericorum, III.2, 19. 
58 Compare, e.g., On the Nature of Things, V.5, = Etymologies, VI.viii.9; I.1=VII.i.10; V.2=VI.ii.1; 
V.8=VI.xvii.9; Rabanus Maurus, De Universo Libri Viginti Duo (i.e. De Rerum Naturis/On the Nature of 
Things), PL 111. 
59 Ten of the manuscripts originate from England. London, BL Royal MS 12 G xiv and Oxford, Bodleian 
Laud MS Misc. 746 are particularly remarkable examples. William Schipper, “Annotated Copies of 
Rabanus Maurus’s De Rerum Naturalis,” in English Manuscript Studies 6 (1995): 1-23. 
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Rabanus’ ideas, and also reflecting the widespread popularity of the commentary 

tradition in medieval Europe.60 The lack of commentary or explanation in the prologue 

section suggests that the format and content of prologues in Late Antiquity were 

sufficient for Rabanus. He makes a compelling case that while prologue terminology is 

largely interchangeable, and its definition and description largely based on Cicero or 

Quintilian, medieval scholars were discerning enough to make minute adjustments that, if 

noticed, are indicative of large intellectual trends. 

 

Anselm of Besate and Notker Labeo      
   
 As the classical liberal arts were being adapted by Christian writers between the 

seventh and eleventh centuries, early writers, such as Bede and Julian of Toledo (642-

690), replaced direct citations and exempla from classical works (including popular 

writers like Donatus and Priscian) with Biblical and patristic sources.61 Even more so 

than Rabanus, writers such as Bede and Julian saw pagan works and ideas as superfluous 

to theological study. This intellectual trend continued in medieval Europe until the 

tenth/eleventh-century revival of schools that led to Charles Homer Haskin’s famous 

‘twelfth-century renaissance.’ Toward the beginning of this trend a relatively unknown 

scholar, Anselm of Besate (fl. 11th cent.), sought a continued connection with the 

classical tradition. His unpopularity, or rather, near anonymity to his contemporaries, 

suggests that Anselm’s use of classical rhetorical structures and techniques may have 

                                                
60 Schipper, “Annotated Copies,” 2, 5; A.J. Minnis, A.B. Scott, and David Wallace, ed. and tr., Medieval 
Literary Theory and Criticism c.1100 - c.1375: The Commentary-Tradition (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1988), 1-12. 
61 Bede explains why Christian examples are better than pagan ones in De Arte Metrica. See also Julian of 
Toledo, Ars Iuliani Toletani Episcopi: Una gramática latina de la España visigoda: Estudio y edición 
critica, ed. Maria Masetre Yenes, vol. 2 (Toledo: Publicaciones del Instituto Provincial de Investigaciones 
y Estudios Toledanos 1973), 130.4-133.5. 
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been ahead of his time or, more cynically, he may not have been the inspirational 

rhetorician he claimed to be.62 Modern scholars comment hostilely: R.L. Poole called 

Anselm’s extant work, the Rhetorimachia, a “masterpiece of laborious futility,” and R.W. 

Southern calls it an “absurd tirade.”63 More recently, however, Beth Bennett has made a 

compelling case to reassess the place of Anselm in the history of medieval text studies, 

arguing that “the aesthetic dimension of [Anselm’s] rhetoric should not be regarded as 

merely an eccentric trend in medieval rhetoric, but an essential element of [his] 

discourse.”64 For this dissertation, what is important is not only Bennett’s contention that 

Anselm had some competence as a rhetorician, but also his place as one of the only major 

rhetorical writers between Rabanus and the Norman Conquest.65 His perspective on 

prologues helps fill an evidential hole in the tenth and eleventh centuries. Furthermore, 

for scholars of medieval England, Anselm serves as a interesting foil to figures like 

Lanfranc of Bec, (c.1005-1089) and Anselm of Canterbury (c.1033-1109), two 

Archbishops of Canterbury who had a similar educational background in northern Italy.66 

                                                
62 Beth S. Bennett, “The Rhetorimachia of Anselm of Besate: Critical Analysis and Translation” PhD. 
Diss. (University of Iowa, 1981), 76-79; Irven Resnick, “Anselm of Besate and Humanism in the Eleventh 
Century,” Journal of Medieval Latin 6 (1996): 1-11. 
63 R.L. Poole, Illustrations of the History of Medieval Thought and Learning, 2nd ed. (New York: Dover 
Publications, 1960), 71; R.W. Southern, The Making of the Middle Ages (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1953), 180, n.1. 
64 This section largely derives from Bennett’s research, focusing on her interpretation of Anselm as it 
applies to his discussion of prologues. Notably, Bennett’s dissertation is the only scholarship in the English 
language to attempt a comprehensive critical commentary or translation of Anselm’s work. German 
scholarship has produced an edition and some analysis, but much of it focuses on particular aspects of 
Anselm’s sources or his relationship with Emperor Henry III, but not on his position as a rhetorician in the 
eleventh century (Bennett, “The Significance,” 232-233). See also Bennett, “The Rhetoric of Martianus 
Capella and Anselm de Besate in the Tradition of Menippean Satire,” History and Rhetoric 24, no. 2 
(1991): 137. “The Rhetorimachia”; “The Significance of the Rhetorimachia of Anselm de Besate to the 
History of Rhetoric,” Rhetorica 5, no. 3 (Summer 1987): 231-250; “The Controversia of Anselm de 
Besate,” Advances in the History of Rhetoric 7, no. 1 (2004): 1-15. 
65 The other is Notker Labeo (c.950-1022) and his Nova Rhetorica, discussed below. See James J. Murphy, 
Rhetoric in the Middle Ages, 86, n.149. 
66 H.E.J. Cowdrey, “Anselm of Besate and some Northern Italian Scholars of the Eleventh Century,” The 
Journal of Ecclesiastical History 23, no. 2 (1972): 115, 118-119. 
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 The wide disconnect between early and late twentieth-century assessments of 

Anselm is largely due to the nature and structure of the Rhetorimachia, which was 

probably written in the 1040s while Anselm was in service to Holy Roman Emperor 

Henry III (r. 1046-1056). It begins with a verse prologue, then two epistolary prologues, 

and finally three books of a one-sided dialogue between Anselm and his cousin Rotiland. 

It is filled with tangents into verse, Biblical non-sequiturs, classical references, and 

substantial marginal commentary. Indeed, on first glance it appears that Anselm may 

have commented on his own work! 

 Rhetorimachia is, in fact, a number of things. First, it is a rhetorical work meant 

to provide practical examples. After all, Rhetorimachia literally translates as the “club of 

the rhetorician.”67 Second, it is a controversia, a classical declamatory treatise meant to 

prepare students of law for particular types of cases, which is what Anselm claims in his 

epistolary prologue to his teacher Drogo.68 It is also a work of professional scholarship 

displaying the quality of his erudition to his peers and patron. He reminds his audience in 

all three prologues about the praises his work has garnered, actively contradicting the 

well established and nearly ubiquitous humility topos. Perhaps most importantly, it is 

probably unfinished (or the rest is not extant). The final section of the text ends with the 

statement that what was “demonstrated in a judicial manner, we now intend to 

demonstrate in a public assembly,” presumably to address the precepts of a proper 

oration, though he may be referring to his public presentations of the Rhetorimachia in 

his travels.69 A reasonable assumption is that if the judicial case was presented first, the 

                                                
67 Bennett, “The Rhetorimachia,” 31. 
68 Anselm, “The Rhetorimachia,” 103.50. 
69 Anselm, “The Rhetorimachia,” 180.64-66 
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deliberative and epideictic sections would follow.70 Finally, it is a definite link between 

the classical and medieval rhetorical traditions. It is obvious through dozens of unique 

citations and references – Bennett and Manitius identify more than 250 from On 

Invention and Rhetorica ad Herennium alone – that Anselm had a great respect for the 

classical rhetorical tradition, so much so that he attempted to emulate its well-respected 

and popular controversia.71 This is to say nothing of the other, more medieval generic 

themes present in his work, including morality plays, supernatural visions, Biblical 

exegesis, commentary, and ars dictaminis.72 His structure and narrative are so odd it is 

difficult to gain a simple grasp of his content, much less attempt a detailed and critical 

textual analysis.73 

 Beginning with his poetic prologue, Anselm appears to subvert the rhetorical 

standards he claims to exemplify. One of the key features of prologues up to this point 

had been the humility topos, whether in a work of history, poetry, or rhetoric.74 Anselm’s 

boastful opening line of the Rhetorimachia, “Of praises, this book is deserving,” is 

followed by a list of admiring people and venues.75 His contemporary Notker Labeo 

(c.950-1022), on the other hand, opens his New Rhetoric (Nova Rhetorica) in a less 

grandiose, but more thematically appropriate way: “If our life will profit from all the 

                                                
70 These are Aristotle’s divisions (see Ch. I above), which were followed by Cicero, Quintilian, and the rest 
of the Roman rhetoricians. 
71 Bennett, “Controversia,” 1-15; “The Rhetorimachia,” 46-52. 
72 For a more precise generic breakdown, see Alexander Cizek, “Topik und Spiel in der Rhetorimachia 
Anselms von Besate,” in Topik und Rhetorik: Ein interdisziplinäres Symposium, ed. Thomas Shirren and 
Gert Ueding (Tübingen: Max Niermeyer Verlag, 2000), 103-120. Notably, Cizek disagrees with Bennett’s 
argument that Anselm wrote a controversia, but Bennett’s later article (2004) soundly refutes him. 
73 A. Cizek, “Topik und Spiel,” 104, 121. 
74 See, e.g. Cicero, De Inventione, I.xvi.22; Jerome, Commentary on Ezekiel, PL 25, 369C (prologue to 
Book XII); Paulinus of Nola, Life of St. Martin, PL 61, 1009-1010; Arnobius, The Seven Books of Arnobius 
against the Pagans, ANF 06, I.1; Curtius, European Literature, 83-85; Janson, Latin Prose Prefaces, 125. 
75 Anselm, Rhetorimachia, 94.4-5. 
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disciplines of philosophy, and with [its] use become strong…what is philosophy?”76 

Anselm’s brash opening is particularly out of character for a cleric whose ultimate goal 

was to point out vices for the benefit of Christian virtue. 

 In both extant manuscripts, the poetic prologue is followed by two epistolary 

prologues.77 The first, chronologically, is to his teacher Drogo, the second to his patron, 

Holy Roman Emperor Henry III (r.1046-1056). The letter to Drogo begins by asserting 

that the best way to learn something is through repetition, but he was discouraged from 

practicing his rhetoric because “some who had unfolded these volumes many times came 

to me and announced the minimal utility of this same art and also its great difficulty.”78 

The theme of a difficult subject is not unusual in prologues, but Anselm displaces the 

expected characteristic of inadequacy onto his peers.79 Rhetorimachia’s ultimate purpose 

is to show that the “decorous light” of rhetoric is useful even if it might be difficult, but it 

does not seem like a wise strategy to alienate potential readers by insinuating they were 

incompetent. Although Anselm blames rhetorical laziness for the inability of his peers to 

learn, it may be that the changing needs of a developing and soon to be reforming 

medieval intellectual tradition were no longer compatible with classical Roman rhetorical 

ideas. Notker, for example, states in the prologue to New Rhetoric that, “Long ago she 

[rhetoric] disappeared…passed beyond the range of our memory. It is difficult to describe 

                                                
76 Notker Labeo, “De Arte Rhetorica,” in Die Schriften Notkers und Seiner Schule, ed. Paul Piper 
(Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr, 1882), 623, ll.2-4. The only English edition is Otto Dieter, “’The Rhetoric’ of 
Notker Labeo,” (PhD. Diss, University of Iowa, 1940), but the translations here are my own unless 
otherwise stated. 
77 For a full explanation of the manuscript tradition, see Karl Manitius, MGH, QQ zur Geistesgesh. 2 
(1958), 86-90. 
78 Anselm, Rhetorimachia, 102.24-26. 
79 See, e.g. Cicero, De Oaratore, II.vi.1-21; Livy, History of Rome, I.1; Jerome, NPNF 2.06, Ep. I.1-2; 
Janson, Latin Prose Prefaces, 121. A wide selection of medieval examples of this theme is offered by 
Gertrud Simon, Untersuchungen zur Topik der Widmungsbriefe mittelalterlicher Geshichtsschreiber bis 
zum Ende des 12. Jahrhunders, Archiv für Diplomatik, 2 vol. (Köln: Böhlau, 1958, 1959/1960), I.67-69.  
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her as she was, for much time has passed since she ceased to be.”80 His solution was to 

try and bring back the “natural eloquence” (naturalis eloquentia) of antiquity that rhetoric 

had tried to replace as an “artificial daughter” (recall Augustine on eloquence, Ch. 2 

above) – that is, he was going to update rhetoric for his own age, which now had the 

benefit of divine communication.81 Anselm, on the other hand, comparing himself to 

Virgil and Henry III to Caesar Augustus, wants to reassert the primacy of the ancients, 

making sure to point out he would offer examples from or in the style of writers such as 

Hermagoras, Cicero, Servius, Quintilian, Victorinus, Grillius, and Boethius.82 

 The abject failure of Anselm’s text, then, could be because of his refusal to adapt 

to the pre-Gregorian reforms that Notker and others embraced.83 Figures like Vilgard of 

Ravenna (fl. 10th cent.), a schoolteacher and grammarian, gained a popular following 

based around his great love of classical literature and ideas. However, Ralph Glaber (985-

1047), the main source of information about Vilgard, criticizes him for being “puffed up 

with pride” for suggesting the “demon poets of Virgil, Horace, and Juvenal” should be 

studied and appreciated along with the Christian canon.84 Lanfranc of Bec (c.1005-1089) 

more generally asserts that secular learning was incompatible with the pastoral office and 

the goals of a good Christian life.85 If it is the case that Anselm and his classically-based 

exposition of rhetoric was rejected by the intellectual communities of his day because he 
                                                
80 Notker, “De Arte Rhetorica,” 643, ll.1-3;  Samuel Jaffe, “Antiquity and Innovation in Notker's Nova 
rhetorica: The Doctrine of Invention,” Rhetorica 3, no. 3 (Summer 1985): 172. 
81 Jaffe, “Antiquity and Innovation,” 180-181; Bennett, “The Function of Adaptation in Notker's 
Rhetorica,” Rhetorica 7, no. 2 (Spring 1989): 183-184. 
82 Anselm, Rhetorimachia, 102.45-46, 97.1-23. 
83 For a summary of this idea, see John Howe, Before the Gregorian Reform (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press 2016), 1-12. 
84 Ralph Glaber, The Five Books of the Histories and the Life of St. William, ed. and tr. John France, 
Neithard Bulst, and Paul Reynolds (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990), II.xii; Historiarum Sui Temporiis 
Libri Quinque, PL 142, 644B-C; Jeffrey Burton Russell, Dissent and Reform in the Early Middle Ages 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1965), 110-111; Cowdrey, “Anselm of Besate,” 120-122. 
85 Lanfranc of Bec, The Letters of Lanfranc, Archbishop of Canterbury, ed. and tr. Helen Clover and 
Margaret Gibson (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979), 36-37, 158-161. 
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did not promote a ‘reform’ of rhetoric, it may be that he was challenging competing 

interpretations about how to adapt the classical theoretical foundations of rhetoric to 

achieve contemporary goals.86 

 Further questions arise if modern scholars are correct in their assessment that 

Anselm does not succeed in his attempt to imitate classical literary genres. He claims to 

have constructed a “controversy” (controversia), a classical declamatory exercise meant 

to train students to make legal arguments by developing their intellectual creativity and 

flexibility.87 Bennett’s assessment is that Anselm did not understand how to properly 

construct a classical controversia, which would certainly strike against Anselm’s 

competency as a rhetorician because controversia were known in the Middle Ages.88 

Cizek argues that the Rhetorimachia reads more like a polemic letter, a genre popular in 

the Middle Ages for all sorts of causes, but Anselm is so inconsistent in the application of 

its structrues and themes, it is easy to view his work as “pasted with topoi of different 

degrees of abstraction.”89 Testing these arguments comprehensively is outside the scope 

of this dissertation, but it may prove revealing to see if his theoretical treatment of 

prologues is as unconventional as the prologues he constructed.  

 Anselm addresses prologues in Book I. He claims his cousin Rotiland in his last 

letter did not construct an appropriately Ciceronian prologue, and he uses this mistake to 

argue that a faulty prologue negates any other merits that the rest of the text might 

                                                
86 Cary Nederman, “Rhetoric, Reason, and Republic: Republicanisms – Ancient, Medieval, and Modern,” 
in Renaissance Civic Humanism, ed. James Hankins (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 247-
269. 
87 Anselm, Rhetorimachia, 103.49-54; Bennett, “The Controversia,” 6. 
88 Bennett, “The Controversia,” 3; Lewis Sussman, The Major Declamations Ascribed to Quintilian 
(Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1987), ii; John O. Ward, “Rhetorical Theory and the Rise and Decline of Dictamen 
in the Middle Ages and Early Renaissance,” Rhetorica 19, no. 2 (Spring 2001): 183, 210. 
89 A. Cizek, “Topik und Spiel,” 118, 120: “Man könnte schlußfolgernd sagen, daß die Rhetorimachia 
durchaus als ein mit Topoi verschiedener Abstraktionsgrade ‘gepflastertes’ Werk erscheint.”  
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contain.90 His initial advice is sound, providing a story of an artisan who distracts his 

neighbors with a joke to stop them from ridiculing him.91 The purpose of this story is to 

illustrate the lesson of a passage from Cicero’s On Invention, that “when something 

seems convincing to the hearer, begin with an insinuation. And when the hearer seems to 

be wearied by listening, begin with some amusing subject.”92 Anselm argues that the 

strategy of distraction is useful, but only if the distraction cannot be turned back on the 

author. Rotiland, according to Anselm, tried to distract his cousin by accusing him of 

faults that Rotiland himself was guilty of, nullifying the effectiveness of the strategy 

because Anselm recognized it right away. The implication here is that Rotiland used the 

direct approach (principium) when he should have used the subtle (insinuatio), and thus 

fell into one of the faults Cicero advises orators to avoid, the use an argument that is 

easily redirected (commutabile) against yourself by an adversary.93 Continuing this 

theme, Anselm then criticizes Rotiland for writing an ambiguous prologue, a fault that 

Cicero labels as vulgar, concluding that such a mistake “entirely divests you of oratorical 

ability, because that subtlety of yours covers you poorly.”94 In both cases, Anselm refers 

specifically to insinuatio, the subtle Ciceronian prologue. This confrontational tone 

throughout Rhetorimachia is somewhat strange for a work claiming to adhere strictly to 

Ciceronian rhetoric. Specifically, recall Cicero’s list of rhetorical faults to avoid in 

prologue construction. In this list, he advises not using a tone or language that may put 

the audience in oppositional frame of mind because it might compromise the success of 

the text. It appears Anselm may not have followed Cicero as closely as he claimed. 

                                                
90 Anselm, Rhetorimachia, 126.491-503. 
91 Anselm, Rhetorimachia, 107-108; 
92 Anselm, Rhetorimachia, 107.4-6; Cicero, De Inventione, I.17. 
93 Cicero, De Inventione, I.26. 
94 Cicero, De Inventione, I.26; Anselm, Rhetorimachia, 111.79-81. 
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 Anselm then moves to the introduction of the prologue, describing Rotiland’s 

salutation as a “discredit to master Cicero” for violating the same list of faults his 

prologue did.95 Cicero uses salutations often in his epistolary prologues (and, of course, 

his letters), but does not discuss them in On Invention or in any of his other rhetorical 

works.96 Cassiodorus provides an early example of letter collection in his Variae, and the 

ars dictaminis (or artes dictandi, the art of letter-writing) was, like the Gregorian 

reforms, in the minds of authors of the eleventh century, but it would not be fully realized 

in a systematic way for a few more years until writers like Alberic of Monte Cassino (d. 

1088) and Adalbert Samaritanus (fl. 12th cent.) deconstructed the form, in part based on 

classical usage.97 Since Anselm is referring to one of Rotiland’s letters, it can be 

concluded that he was influenced by or at least aware of early medieval letter-writing 

precepts. 

 Anselm then criticizes Rotiland for poorly partitioning his letters according to 

Cicero’s six parts of a speech, whereupon he continues to pick apart Rotiland’s prologue 

by writing a mock legal case where the definition of a prologue (exordium) must be 

established. Rotiland, in the role of the defendant, provides a three-part definition of a 

prologue (principium) as “(1) a unity in numbers, (2) what we call an exordium, (3) what 

we set down in its definition.”98 Here, Anselm has transitioned from insinuatio to 

principium, a distinction lost in Bennett’s translation, but one that helps clarify why 

Anselm returned to the topic of prologues. The first part of Rotiland’s definition probably 

                                                
95 Anselm, Rhetorimachia, 111.92. 
96 Carol Lanham, Salutatio Formulas in Latin Letters to 1200: Syntax, Style, and Theory (Eugene, OR: 
Wipf & Stock, 1975), 15-21. 
97 Alberic of Monte Cassino, De dictamine, PL 145, 621-634 
98 Anselm, Rhetorimachia, §117, ll. 249-251: “attamen quia tria sunt principia in numeris unitas, quod 
exordium dicimus, quod in eius difficione ponimus, si quis quod in difficione ponimus, illud intellexerit 
principium, quod et exordium dicimus, exorbitare credimus.”  
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originates in Aristotle’s Categories, which declares that there is a unity in numbers, each 

of which is a discreet quantity, but which in combination can maintain a certain harmony, 

sequence, and order. Elements of speech may have a parallel unity.99 Anselm likely got 

this idea from Boethius, who adjusts Aristotle’s idea of unity for a Christian audience.100 

The second part conflates principium with exordium. After the third part, he continues 

“we set down in a definition to be an introduction [principium], what we also call an 

exordium.”101 This is acceptable as long as the definition in the third part is Ciceronian. 

The problem with this tripartite division is, Anselm argues, it is not, in fact, a Ciceronian 

prologue.  

 Frustratingly, however, Anselm does not break down his cousin’s faulty 

definition, instead opting to wax poetic on the intellectual bounty to be found in Cicero. 

In his criticism, he establishes that grammar ought to be studied before rhetoric, and that 

oratory and rhetoric should be viewed as part of the same didactic system.102 He writes, 

“From the beginning you have been a liar, never have you stood in truth,” referencing 

John 8:44 in the marginal commentary. Rotiland has not succeeded in his subtle attempt 

at prologues and was ineffective in his direct attempt, utterly failing at the first rhetorical 

goal of any prologue to prepare and entice the audience. Practically, it seems that Anselm 

of Besate is not a significant figure in the progression of medieval rhetoric or prologue 
                                                
99 Aristotle, Categories, ed. and tr. H.P. Cooke (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1938), VI. The more 
general idea of Aristotelian unity is repeated, e.g., in Poetics, VIII and Metaphysics, V.6. 
100 E.g. Boethius, On the Consolation of Philosophy, XI; “A Treatise Against Eutyches and Nestorius,” in 
Theological Tractates, IV, ed. and tr. H. F. Stewart, E. K. Rand, S. J. Tester (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1973), 81; “Boethius, From His Second Commentary on Porphyry’s Isagoge,” in Five 
Texts on the Mediaeval Problems of Universals, tr. Paul Vincent Spade (New York: Hackett Publishing, 
1994), §11-37. 
101 Anselm, Rhetorimachia, §117, ll. 222-225. 
102 Anselm, Rhetorimachia, §119, ll. 288-291, §119, l.306-§120, ll. 309-311: “Now you, to whom we 
scarcely conceded that boyish work of a grammarian, should feel ashamed to abuse the dignity of such a 
name. You, whom my teacher Cicero has not yet educated, should be ashamed to wish to be numbered in 
our company”; “I ought to be called a rhetorician rather than an orator…a rhetorician may be, as you have 
stated, anyone who imparts literature and the arts of eloquence.”  
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theory. However, Rhetorimachia offers a rare glimpse of a medieval mind attempting to 

incorporate classical ideas whilst avoiding the influence of his medieval education. 

Though it is conjecture, purposefully excluding Christian grammarians and rhetoricians 

may be Anselm choosing sides in the developing Investiture Controversy in the eleventh 

century between the German nobles and the Church as he did want to work in the curia 

of the Holy Roman Emperor.103 Modern scholars can see Anselm as a witness to an 

actively engaged intellectual community concerned with how texts were constructed, 

viewed, and interpreted. 

 Notker Labeo’s New Rhetoric (Nova Rhetorica) is thankfully more 

straightforward. This work updates the principles of classical rhetoric for a medieval 

German audience, even translating much of the Latin into German. He was ahead of his 

time by including vernacular equivalents to many of the classical rhetorical terms, as 

Latin predominated all forms of written communication until the eleventh and twelfth 

centuries in Carolingian and post-Carolingian western Europe.104 Where Anselm’s 

Rhetorimachia, with its stubbornness and acerbic tone, failed in its attempt to convince 

his eleventh-century audience of classical rhetoric’s utility, Notker’s New Rhetoric 

succeeds. His work is highly structured, precisely argued, and straightforward in its 

                                                
103 This is especially relevant considering the affinity the German nobility had for Rome. Uta-Renate 
Blumenthal, The Investiture Controversy: Church and Monarchy from the Ninth to the Twelfth Century 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1988), 28-63. 
104 See e.g. Sharon Kinoshita, Medieval Boundaries: Rethinking Difference in Old French Literature 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006); Gabrielle Spiegel, “Pseudo-Turpin, the Crisis of the 
Aristocracy and the Beginnings of Vernacular Historiography in France,” Journal of Medieval History 12, 
no. 3 (1986): 207-223; Mary Garrison, Arpad Orbán, and Marco Mostert, ed., Spoken and Written 
Language: Relations between Latin and the Vernacular Languages in the Earlier Middle Ages (Turnhout: 
Brepols, 2013). The notable exception is Alfred the Great’s educational and literary pursuits in Anglo-
Saxon England. See e.g. Janet Nelson, “Alfred of Wessex at a Cross-roads in the History of Education,” 
History of Education 42, no. 6 (2013): 697-712. 
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presentation.105 In Piper’s edition, Notker’s work is presented as a single text, “De Arte 

Rhetorica,” however Jaffe convincingly argues that it is two distinct works.106 Whether or 

not the texts are distinct is somewhat irrelevant because the dialogue serves some 

prefatory function, like the unique letter to Bishop von Sitten, and can thus be viewed in 

conjunction with the second text (New Rhetoric). The dialogue is heavily influenced by 

Alcuin’s rhetorical dialogue with Charlemagne, replacing the roles of the rhetorician and 

emperor with “D.” and “M.” (presumably discipulus and magister).107 It provides a 

standard early medieval Ciceronian definition of philosophy and its constituent parts, and 

enumerates the seven liberal arts, the parts of speech, and the parts of an oration 

(prologue included). These are all the basics needed to begin a more precise investigation 

into the nature of rhetoric, and Notker establishes from the outset that such an inquiry is 

both secular and sacred in nature: 

 
 D. “If our life will profit from all disciplines of philosophy, and with [its] use  
        become strong, really push all of it onto me: what might philosophy be?” 
 M. “[It is] the inquiry into the nature of things human and divine by means of  
        study [cognitio].”108 
 
The definition, either Alcuin’s or Isidore’s, demonstrates a continuity with the general 

philosophic worldview originating in late antiquity that admits the merits of secular 

learning.109 

                                                
105 Piper’s edition is the standard. For a potential espitolary prologue from Notker to Bishop Hugo von 
Sitten in Brussels Royal Library Cod. 10615-10729, see Ernst Hellgardt, “Notkers des Deutschen Brief an 
Bischof Hugo von Sitten,” in Befund und Deutung. Zum Verhältnis von Empire und interpretation in 
Sprach-und Literaturwissenschaft (Tübingen: Niermeyer, 1979), 172-173. 
106 Jaffe, “Antiquity and Innovation,” 167; Dieter agrees, “The Rhetoric,” 218-219; Murphy calls New 
Rhetoric a “reconstructed” text, but cuts off the prologue, James J. Murphy, Rhetoric in the Middle Ages, 
86 n.149. 
107 Alcuin of York, The Rhetoric of Alcuin and Charlemagne, tr. Wilbur Howell (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1941). 
108 Piper, “De Arte Rhetorica,” 623, ll.1-5: “D. Si omnis vita nostra philosophiae disciplinis proficit, et usu 
valet, primo omnium mihi insinua, qui sit philosophia? / M. Naturarum inquisitio humanarum 
divinarumque rerum cognition.”  
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 The general introduction sets up nicely the formal prologue of the New Rhetoric, 

in which Notker provides the general chronology of the rhetorical arts. For the Biblical 

ancients, rhetorical principles flourished naturally (see Augustine, above). In the classical 

age, the absence of true faith led to a reduction of the natural eloquence that stemmed 

from divine communication, thus necessitating the development of rhetoric and its 

associated disciplines. In the contemporary medieval period, natural eloquence was 

returning due to expansion of the Christian faith, but divine communication could still be 

aided by rhetorical treatises. The key, according to Samuel Jaffe, is Notker’s plea that 

“you, o reader, will become a rhetorician by paying attention to three things…first the 

material and the art that will have drunk of it [divine wisdom]; and the speech poured 

forth thence.”110 The characteristic of this liquid is sweetness, which originates from 

Biblical allusions such as Samson’s story in the Book of Judges in which he slays a lion 

and honey streams from its mouth; in Proverbs 16:24 where “Well ordered words are like 

honeycomb, sweet to the souls and healthy for bones,” and later in Proverbs 24:13-14, 

that wisdom is sweet on the soul like honey on the throat; or even that the flavor of God 

is sweet in Psalms 33:9.111 In the Middle Ages, Boethius remarks in The Consolation of 

Philosophy that good arguments “have a fair form and are clothed with all the sweetness 

                                                                                                                                            
109 Compare Isidore, Etymologies, II.24.2: “Philosophia est rerum humanarum divinarumque cognitio cum 
studio bene vivendi coniuncta,”; Alcuin, De Dialecta, PL 101, 952A: “Philosophia est naturarum 
inquisitio, rerum humanarum divinarumque conitio, quantam homini possibile est aestimare.” 
110 Emphasis mine. Jaffe, “Antiquity and Innovation,” 173, 179; Piper, “De Arte Rhetorica,” 644. ll. 1-14. 
The metaphor is repeated on 666, ll. 13-18; 684, ll. 9-13. 
111 Judges 14:5-8; 15:15-19; “favus mellis verba conposita dulcedo animae et sanitas ossuum,” Vulgate, 
Proverbs 16:24; Caecilia Davis-Weyer, Early Medieval Art, 300-1150 (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 1986), 28. For a more general treatment, see Mary Carruthers, “Sweetness,” Speculum 81, no. 4 
(October 2006): 999-1013; Tova Forti, “Bee’s Honey: From Realia to Metaphor in Biblical Wisdom 
Literature,” Vetus Testamentum 56, no. 3 (July 2006): 327-341; Rachel Fulton, “Taste and see that the Lord 
is Sweet’ (Ps. 33:9): The Flavor of God in the Monastic West,” The Journal of Religion 86, no. 2 (April 
2006): 169-204. 
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of speech and song.”112 Sweetness not only represents the divine font of wisdom, it also 

represents the unity of humanity by means of its wisdom-granting properties that are  

accessible through rhetoric. In his commentary on Boethius, Notker says “Whoever…can 

eliminate…conflict with speech—and if he has learned how do it by studying rhetoric—

that man is an orator, in whose mouth is to be found rhetorical sweetness (rhetoricam 

dulcedinem).”113 Rhetoric is thus not only a way to access divine wisdom, but an avenue 

to create Christian unity, an idea Anselm of Besate seemed to stumble over in his 

treatment of the subject. 

 Prologues, in particular, Notker addresses twice; in the first half when he is 

explaining classical rhetorical techniques emphasizing the importance of inventio, and in 

the second half where the classical prologue helps “human ingenuity to furnish new 

methods [novas rationes] of recommending and persuading” in rhetorical texts (in libris 

rhetoricorum).114 In the first case, Notker is adjusting the ideas of Augustine and Jerome 

on the importance of substance over style in rhetorical argument.115 In the second case, he 

is introducing his method of using rhetoric to promote natural eloquence that will 

hopefully result in Christian unity and divine understanding. Most notably in this 

construction, Notker informs us that prologues for historical works do not require 

securing the audience’s benevolence, but orators do. He uses prologus for the historical 

                                                
112 Boethius, The Consolation of Philosophy, II.pr.iii. 
113 Translation in Jaffe, “Antiquity and Innovation,” 178. Original text in by E. H. Sehrt and Taylor Starc, 
ed., Notkers des Deutschen Werke, Altdeutsche Textbibliothek 32, no. 1 (Halle/Saale: Niermeyer, 1933), 
73-74. 
114 Piper, “De Arte Rhetorica,” 662, ll.28-29; translation in Bennett, “Adaptation in Notker,” 180: “The 
Partition follows [the Introduction], then the Statement of Facts. These three parts of an oration, accepted 
by orators, are also encountered among historiographers, as the Prologue [prologus], the Chapter-Headings, 
[and] the Text. The Prologue makes readers attentive and docile. In histories and in commentaries, we do 
not have the task to secure [the reader's] benevolence, but [we do] in rhetorical cases.”  
115 See, e.g., Augustine, Confessions, V.viii, similarly in Piper, “De Arte Rhetorica,” 681, ll. 23-29; Jerome, 
Letters, NPNF 2.06, 48.9, similarly in Piper, loc cit., ll. 16-23. 
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prologue in opposition to exordium for the oratorical prologue, a term which would 

become standard in the twelfth century to designate an introduction to a text.116 This is 

the first text since Aristotle to clarify any sort of prologue terminology so explicitly. 

Quintilian, Cicero, and the Church Fathers provided synonyms or alternatives, but no 

clear distinctions. Historical audiences may not need to be made benevolent because 

Notker assumes history is a written text and the author cannot reasonably judge how to 

make every potential audience benevolent.  

 The divide between the rhetorical precepts in written and oral texts appears in 

Rhetorimachia, too, and is one of the things Anselm of Besate contends contemporaries 

have gotten wrong about the study of rhetoric. In his epistolary prologue addressed to 

Drogo, he says “If I were to present examples of the art [rhetoric] vocally to those asking 

for them, they would have acknowledged them gladly, but because I have committed 

them to writing, they consider it improper to acknowledge them.”117 Later, in his 

criticism of Rotiland’s presentation of prologues, he writes “When you stated that I do 

not know what a rhetorician is, because I called myself a rhetorician of Cicero rather than 

an orator, I understood how very stupid and how devoid of our art you are.”118 Anselm, 

because he wants rhetoric to adhere strictly to classical Ciceronian doctrine, argues that a 

rhetorician is “anyone who imparts literature and the arts of eloquence,” whatever the 

communicative method might be. What is obvious, though, is that many of his 

contemporaries did think rhetoric ought to have different rules for oral and written 

                                                
116 The first prominent use of prologus is as a dramatic prologue in Terence, Hecryea, 1.5, according to 
R.E. Latham, Revised Medieval Latin Word-List from British and Irish Sources (London: Published for the 
British Academy by the Oxford University Press, 1965), 376. See the project website at 
http://www.dmlbs.ox.ac.uk.  
117 Anselm, Rhetorimachia, 105.106-109. 
118 Anselm, Rhetorimachia, 119.299-302. 
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presentations, showing that Notker was not an oddity in his division of the art. This 

development in prologues agrees with the generally agreed upon development of 

rhetorical strategies in the Middle Ages, which begin mutating into distinct sub-genres 

such as the ars dictaminis and ars praedicandi.119 Likewise, the formalization of the 

canonization process by the Church would lead to more focused and programmatic 

hagiographies, while narrative history began to be used by various institutions for 

designated goals rather than simply standing as a record of deeds accomplished.120 The 

encyclopedists and their contemporaries from the sixth to ninth centuries who catalogued 

and transmitted knowledge yielded to authors of the ninth to eleventh centuries who 

began to analyze that knowledge and use it for constructive goals. Prologues played a 

critical role in this process because of their role in demonstrating proofs or concepts to 

audiences. That is, a proper prologue ought to prove the author’s interpretive lens is a 

legitimate avenue of investigation with the intrinsic understanding that all such avenues 

have the potential to help explain God’s will a little bit more. 

 
 
 
Salutations, Captatio Benevolentiae, and the Ars Dictaminis  
      
 The ars dictaminis, the art of letter-writing, was a near universal part of medieval 

education from the twelfth century onward. Hundreds of unique manuals of examples 

survive in about three thousand extant manuscripts.121 Unlike many of the rhetorical 

genres examined thus far, the ars dictaminis was a practical, utilitarian art that focused 

                                                
119 See, e.g. Alain of Lille, The Art of Preaching, tr. Gillian Evans (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian 
Publications, 1981); Alberic of Monte Cassino, De dictamine, PL 145, 621-634. 
120 Robert Bartlett, Why Can the Dead Do Such Great Things?, 59-64. 
121 Franz Joseph Worstbrock, Monika Klaes, ad Jutta Lütten, Repertorium der Artes Dictandi des 
Mittelalters, vol. I (München: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 1992), ix. 



Texas Tech University, Lane J. Sobehrad, August 2017 

 191 

much more on the skeletal structure of composition than on its potential impact on the 

souls of readers.122 It taught the practical literacy required by expanding bureaucracies.123  

 Though a complicated textual history makes it difficult to determine to any 

specific point of origin for the ars dictaminis, by the end of the twelfth century, nearly 

every lay and ecclesiastical chancery in Europe employed people with formal training in 

letter-writing.124 The growing bureaucratic needs of political institutions, the desire of the 

Church to consolidate its control over local bishops, and the legal conflicts between these 

two groups caused a rapid increase in the amount of official correspondence. Differing 

cultural circumstances and the intellectual reasoning of individual authors led to different 

ways to teach writing. While cathedral schools and universities in northern Italy and 

France implemented formal curricula for the ars dictaminis, English institutions largely 

did not, even though they had access to letter-writing manuals and the ability to produce 

                                                
122 The bibliography on ars dictaminis is extensive, but for a general overview of sources and scholarship, 
see Giles Constable, Letters and Letter Collections, Typologie des Sources du Moyen Âge Occidental 17 
(Turnhout: Brepols, 1976); Martin Carmago, Ars Dictaminis, Ars Dictandi, Typologie des Sources du 
Moyen Âge Occidental 60 (Turnhout: Brepols, 1991); Richard Utz and Janet Luehring, “Letter Writing in 
the Late Middle Ages: An Introductory Bibliography of Critical Studies,” Disputatio 1 (1996): 191-221. 
123 Michael Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record, England 1066– 1307 (Oxford: Blackwell, 1993), 
125–126, 271; William Patt, “The Early Ars dictaminis as Response to a Changing Society,” Viator 9 
(1978): 146–47; Worstbrock, et al., Repertorium. 
124 There is some debate about this. Patt argues that there is no point of origin because the ars dictaminis 
was codifying existing convention. Worstbrock “Die Anfänge der mittelalterlichen Ars dictandi,” 
Frühmittelalterliche Studien 23 (1989): 1–42, disagrees, arguing that a point of origin is only unknown 
because of a lack of extant evidence. The middle road, arguing that the answer may lie in the perception of 
the relationship between prescriptive texts and the historical context of their creation and execution, Ian 
Cornelius, “Rhetoric of Advancement: Ars dictaminis, Cursus, and Clerical Careerism in Late Medieval 
England,” New Medieval Literatures 12 (2010): 295, n.14. In addition, the ars dictaminis was taught to 
people of varying educational levels, which must be taken into consideration, as the principles for an 
introductory text are almost always simpler than an advanced or professional text. See Benoît Grevin, 
“L’Ars Dictaminis entre enseignement et pratique (XIIe-XIVe siècle),” Revue de Synthèse 133, no. 2, 6th 
series (2012): 175-193; Noel Denholm-Young, “The Cursus in England,” in Collected Papers on Medieval 
Subjects (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1946), 20-27; and Carmago, ed., Medieval Rhetorics of Prose 
Composition: Five English Artes Dictandi and their Tradition (Binghampton, NY: Center for Medieval and 
Early Renaissance Studies, 1995), 20-32. 
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their own.125 What developed were two major branches of ars dictaminis. The first type, 

primarily characteristic of Italian writers, was practical and rhetorical, presenting a 

straightforward argument and clear principles. The second, developed primarily by 

French writers, reflects literary studies that extolled the complexity of the classical 

tradition and Latin verse. The second tradition reached England first, though the first may 

ultimately have had a broader influence on English letters.126 

 Alberic of Monte Cassino (1030-1088) wrote one of the earliest western medieval 

ars dictandi, and over the next two centuries the genre flourished in Bologna, Paris, 

Orleans and the rest of Europe.127 In the Church especially, letter writing was critical, 

promoted by the papal chancery which had to produce specific types of carefully 

constructed, legally-sound epistolary deeds and decrees. The secular need for letters, for 

governments and for merchants, was addressed by the early adoption of letter-writing 

curricula at legal centers such as Bologna.128 Alberic connected letter-writing directly to 

the classical rhetorical tradition, which is not unexpected, but which, as was the case with 

Anselm of Bestate, could depart from mundane practicalities.129 He formulated his 

discussion of salutations in a classical Aristotelian manner, harkening back to the formula 

                                                
125 Cornelius, “Rhetoric of Advancement,” 303; Nicholas Orme, Medieval Schools: From Roman Britain to 
Renaissance England (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 152. 
126 Ronald Witt, “On Bene of Florence’s Conception of the French and Roman Cursus,” Rhetorica 3 
(1985): 77-98; “Boncompagno and the Defense of Rhetoric,” The Journal of Medieval and Renaissance 
Studies 16 (1986): 1-31. 
127 Malcolm Richardson, “The Ars dictaminis, the Formulary, and Medieval Epistolary Practice,” in Letter-
Writing Manuals and Instruction from Antiquity to the Present: Historical and Bibliographic Studies, ed. 
Carol Poster and Linda Mitchell (Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 2007), 52. 
128 Les Perelman, “The Medieval Art of Letter Writing: Rhetoric as Institutional Expression,” in Textual 
Dynamics of the Professions: Historical and Contemporary Studies of Writing in Academic and Other 
Professional Communities, ed. Charles Bazerman and James Paradis (Madison, WI.: University of 
Wisconsin Press, 1991), 100-101; Heiner Grote, “Rome’s Official Statements: How and What? Towards a 
Typology of Documents,” The Ecumenical Review 46, no. 1 (1994), 109-117. 
129 James J. Murphy, Rhetoric in the Middle Ages, 210. 
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of orations in public forum or court of law (see Aristotle and Demosthenes, Ch. 1 

above).130  

 A generation later, Hugh of Bologna and Adalbert Samaritanus argued over the 

use of classical ideas in the ars dictaminis. Adalbert, in his Praecepta dictaminum 

(c.1111-1118) criticized Alberic for his use of classical forms and overreliance on Cicero. 

Adalbert believed letter-writing was a new literary genre requires new methods and 

theory. This perspective is common in scholastic writers of the twelfth century, who used 

“a method of discovering and illustrating philosophic truth by means of dialectic based 

on Aristotelian logic.” 131 They intended to objectively prove supernatural aspects of 

religion without reference to the established theological corpus using the basic format: 

question (quaestio), argument (disputatio), and conclusion (sententiae). Classical theory 

was thus avoided for similar reasons. He warned his readers to “Despise the rough and 

thorny dictamin of Alberic the monk as impenetrable, unless familiar with the monstrous 

Sphinx, who arranged [his] authorities more out of necessity than a desire to do it.”132 On 

the other hand, Hugh, in his Rationes dictandi prosaice (c.1119), rebutted Adalbert and 

defended Alberic’s use of classical structures, noting Alberic’s book was most eloquent 

(eloquentissimus), a descriptor usually reserved for Cicero, and that anyone wishing to 

find the fresh fruit of knowledge in Adalbert’s work will be left gnawing on liver.133 

                                                
130 See chapter 1. It is the classic formulation of ethos, logos, pathos. Alberic of Monte Cassino, Alberic of 
Monte Cassino. Flores Rhetorici, ed. D.M. Inguanez and E.H.M. Willard (Montecassino: Miscellanea 
Cassinese, 1938), 138. 
131 Knowles, Evolution of Medieval Thought, 76-82, at 79; Étienne Gilson, Medieval Essays, tr. James 
Colbert (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2011), 1-9. 
132 Adalbertus Samaritanus, Praecepta Dictaminum, ed. Franz-Josef Schmale, MGH QQ zur Geistesgesch. 
3 (Weimar: Herman Böhlhaus Nachfolger, 1961), 51. 
133 Hugh of Bologna, “Rationes dictandi prosaice,” in Rockingham, Briefsteller, 53-54. 
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Nonetheless, both agreed on the parts of a letter, if not their execution, helping to 

establish the following form:134 

Ars dictaminis Description Classical Equivalent 
salutatio formal greeting exordium, et al. 
captatio benevolentiae win sympathy, attention, good-will exordium, et al. 
narratio background of request or demand narratio 
petitio request or demand confirmatio 
conclusio formal ending, often with blessing, 

place, and/or date 
peroratio 

Table 1. Components of a Medieval Letter   

 
 Yet the tradition of prescriptive letter-writing traces back at least to C. Julius 

Victor, a fourth-century rhetorician whose Art of Rhetoric (Ars Rhetorica) concludes 

some basic advice on letter-writing with a sections titled “On letters.”135 Victor notes, 

“Many directives which pertain to oral discourse also apply to letters.”136 He describes 

two basic types of letters, one official and one personal. Official letters, although they 

should try to be as brief as possible should have “weighty statements, clarity of diction, 

and carefully cultivated brevity. Thus they should respect the rules of oratory.” Personal 

letters should focus on being brief first and then on the clarity of writing, both because a 

personal letter is often addressed to a family member or friend and because an ambiguous 

or dense letter would requires its audience to ask questions which an inanimate letter is 

unable to answer. Notably, his off-handed mentions of “clarity” and “brevity” imply that 

some convention already existed, especially when read with his assertion that “The 

openings [praefationes] and conclusions of letters should conform with the degree of 

                                                
134 James J. Murphy, Rhetoric in the Middle Ages, 224-225. 
135 Its only edition is Karl Halm, ed., Rhetores Latini Minores (Leipzig: Teubner, 1863), 371-448. 
136 Translation by Abraham Malherbe, “Julius Victor,” in Ancient Epistolary Theorists, (Atlanta: Scholars 
Press, 1988), 62-65. 
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friendship (you share with the recipient) or with his rank, and should be written according 

to customary practice.”137 

 Julius Victor’s formula is obviously incomplete, and his text had no real 

circulation in medieval Europe, and it was another seven centuries before any other writer 

would take on the task of deconstructing the components of a letter.138 Other writers 

examined above, including Jerome, Augustine, and most famously Cassiodorus wrote 

hundreds of surviving letters, but none of them actually specified the precepts of letter-

writing. However, the ever-increasing complexity of medieval social ranks and titles 

required some standardization of official formal correspondence. The result was the 

formulae, exemplary letters or statements that could be used to fit a number of given 

circumstances, their rigid structure left little room for creative flexibility or creativity to 

meet particular needs. 

 The prescriptive tradition of letter-writing mostly lay dormant until the late 

eleventh century when Alberic of Monte Cassino observed the deficiencies of the current 

state of letters. He wrote a treatise to serve the memorial needs (i.e. developing 

conclusions based on learned knowledge) of readers more effectively.139 Letters were 

quickly replacing speeches as the predominant genre for composition instruction, and a 

clearly articulated structure based around classical oration presupposed oral 

presentation.140 However, Alberic’s Flowers of Rhetoric (Flores Rhetorici) provides 

prescriptive advice with a reading audience in mind, particularly with his addition of the 

                                                
137 Malherbe, “Julius Victor,” 65. 
138 James J. Murphy, Rhetoric in the Middle Ages, 196. 
139 Alberic of Monte Cassino, Alberico di Montecassino: Breviarium de Dictamine, ed. Filippo Bognini 
(Firenze: Sismel, Edizioni del Galluzzo, 2008), 1.6; Elisabeth van Houts, “Medieval Memory in Theory 
and Practice: Some Exploratory Thoughts in the Guise of a Conclusion,” Gests 48, no. 2 (2009): 186-187. 
140 Carmago, “Epistolary Declamation: Performing Model Letters in Medieval English Classrooms,” 
Huntington Library Quarterly 79, no. 3 (Autumn 2016): 345. 
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salutation (salutatio) to the standard classical four parts (prologue, narration, argument, 

conclusion).141 He offers further explanation of the parts of a letter in his Breviarium de 

Dictamine, which is broken into three sections on letters and format, grammatical 

amplification, and prose rhythm. 

 Prologues are addressed in Chapter X, beginning with the statement that  

 Prologues [prologi] of letters occur in many ways. In some cases, the name of 
 the author is established, but the name to whom [the letter] is addressed is not 
 established…in some cases the name of the author and to whom [the letter] is 
 addressed is established, but it announces him, not inscribing a salutation, or does 
 not arrange it in another way…in some cases the name of the authors and the 
 name to whom it is sent and the salutation is announced, or something like that, 
 but the verb, by which these things guide the case, is abandoned [because] it is 
 understood.142 
 
He continues by suggesting that adjectives are often attached to these prologues, 

especially if that person is of high virtue or social standing. Finally, he ends his brief 

treatment by cautioning his audience that the same prologue (prologos) is not appropriate 

for every letter, and an author should be equipped to handle any political or social 

situation. Alberic then provides sample prologues for a variety of circumstances. It is 

clear that he has conflated prologus with what would later be specified separately as 

salutatio in letter-writing manuals, but he has not confused it with captatio benevolentia 

(lit. “capturing of benevolence”). These two terms are often treated together in later 

manuals as the parallel structure to Cicero’s exordium. Prologus, however, was imprecise 

and inconsistently used, and was becoming salutatio by the time the Anonymous of 

                                                
141 Alberic of Monte Cassino, Flores Rhetorici, ed. D.M. Inguanez and H.M Willard (Montecassino: 
Abbatia di Montecassina, 1938), 36-38. Translation found in Joseph Miller, “Alberic of Monte Cassino: 
Flowers of Rhetoric,” in Readings in Medieval Rhetoric, tr. J.M. Miller, M.H. Posser, and T.W. Benson 
(Bloominhton, IN: Indiana University Press, 1973), 131-161. 
142 Alberic, Breviarium, X.1-5. 



Texas Tech University, Lane J. Sobehrad, August 2017 

 197 

Bologna is writing in 1135.143 The anonymous author’s decision to use prologus is based 

on general prologue principles. Alberic is seriously considering the very first impression 

a letter will make, and seeks to ensure that the audience is not negatively predisposed. He 

sees the goal of captatio benevolentiae, as “to capture benevolence, deliver subtle things 

[insinuatio] or requests,” and in this offers a clear connection to the Ciceronian tradition 

and Rhetorica ad Herennium, basically using insinuatio in the beginning of a letter to 

persuade the audience of a particular goal.144 

 Like Alberic, Adalbert offers a number of examples of salutations in his manual, 

similarly noting that they can be written to a wide variety of people and should thus be 

constructed appropriately. His lack of commentary and explanation through exempla fit 

with his stated goal of utility, and the examples themselves reassert his definition of a 

letter as “a Greek name for composition [compositium], so as the letters above, [its] 

purpose is to clothe what is understood,” indicating a dual oral-literary purpose for 

letters. He finds that grammar, rhetoric, and dialectic are necessary to properly 

understand and execute salutations.145  

 Hugh of Bologna, on the other hand, provides a bit more detail. He differentiates 

between letters written in prose and verse.146 His text specifically concerns the prose 

letters, but he suggests a certain relationship between prose and meter. Prose letters can 

be written to people of low, middling, and high social standing (infimae, mediocres, 

supremae) and a letter’s rhetoric and style should suit its recipients, paralleling Cicero’s 

                                                
143 Ludwig Rockinger, ed., Briefsteller under Formelbücher des eilften bis vierzehnten Jahrhunderts, 
Quellen und Erörterungen zur bayerischen und duetschen Geschichte, vol. 9 (Munich: Georg Franz, 1863), 
10. 
144 Alberic, Breviarium, XX.6 
145 Adalbert, Praecepta,, 31-32. 
146 Hugh, Rationes, 34. 
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idea that an orator should be proficient in three levels of style. Naturally, salutations for 

each of these groups are different, but all three groups require them because a letter ought 

to declare by and to whom it is written. Unlike Alberic and Adalbert, Hugh does not 

provide sample salutations, but he does tell us that the prologue (exordium) should follow 

the salutation and come before the narration. The prologue should be placed and arranged 

according to the “Tullian definition so as to hold together the heart of the audience to 

further the speech.”147 It is the purpose of the prologue to secure the benevolence of the 

audience, so “In the prologue [prologus] or prologue [exordium], we can arrange the 

sender, recipient, and other things as needed.”148 

 So again, the entire success of the text depends on the prologue establishing a 

good relationship between the author/narrator and reader/listener. The same is true of the 

anonymous author of Rationes dictandi, who wrote his text in Bologna c.1135, 

addressing letter formats that varied from what was normal in Italian schools.149 The 

longest of its thirteen sections is on salutations, involving a more in-depth analysis of 

social levels, language, and the potential effects of language on society than was present 

in Hugh’s brief words. He divides letters into three types – metrical, rhythmic, and prose 

composition – departing from Hugh’s two types, but reflecting the three parts in Alberic’s 

Breviarium. He is only addressing prose letters, which are “a suitable arrangement of 

words set forth to express the intended meaning of its sender.”150 He lists the five 

standard parts, and then proceeds to discuss salutations. 

                                                
147 Hugh, Rationes, 57. 
148 Hugh, Rationes, 57. 
149 Anonymous of Bologna, “The Principles of Letter Writing,” in Three Medieval Rhetorical Arts, ed. and 
tr. James J. Murphy (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1971), 3-4. 
150 Anonymous of Bologna, “Letter Writing,” 7. 
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 According the author, a salutation can be prescribed, circumscribed, or 

subscribed, which only indicates the position of the recipient’s name in the beginning, 

middle, or end of the salutation. In particular, the recipient’s name should go before the 

sender’s unless the sender is of a higher rank than the recipient. The author then specifies 

the appropriate grammatical forms to use when describing a person in the salutation, 

offering examples and comments about content and structure. He cautions his audience at 

the end of his list to reflect carefully on the main subject of the letter, because it would be 

foolish and inappropriate to greet someone in a salutation in a way that detracts or 

compromises the request, demand, and/or argument of the letter. He affirms that it is 

good custom to urge “greater good-will” in the material of the salutation.151  

  Such “good-will” is fully explored in the captatio benevolentiae, “a certain fit 

ordering of words effectively influencing the mind of the recipient.” It can be achieved in 

five ways: the sender mentions his deeds and/or motives with humility; the recipient is 

praised; showing a connection between the sender and recipient, such as kinship, 

friendship, or duty; the importance of the content of the letter is shown clearly; if the 

recipient is hostile, refer to Cicero’s On Invention (I.xvii) for an appropriate strategy.152 

In many cases, securing good-will can be accomplished in the salutation, and thus a 

formal captatio benevolentiae may not be necessary. When needed it should be as brief, 

modest, and clear as possible. These strategies are entirely classical, just updated to apply 

to a letter as opposed to an oration. 

 Another anonymous work, which dates no later than 1171, and most recently 

edited by Martin Carmago, is the earliest known original ars dictandi of French 

                                                
151 Anonymous of Bologna, “Letter Writing,” 16. 
152 This could also be Rhetorica ad Herennium I.v, which was still ascribed to Cicero in the twelfth century. 
Anonymous of Bologna, “Letter Writing,” 17. 
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provenance.153 It already exhibits the classical references and the stylistic focus that 

characterize French ars dictaminis. Though the work is titled Flores Rhetorici, the author 

focuses much more on poets like Horace than on rhetoricians like Cicero. Structurally, it 

is odd because the author wonders if the conclusio might be the same as the petitio, two 

parts that no authority links together. Most importantly for this section, the text never 

uses the word epistola to refer to a letter, and almost wholly ignores the salutation, which 

is often the largest part of an ars dictandi. Finally, the series of sample passages found in 

every other text in this section is replaced by an extensive discussion of metaphor. 

 Good metaphors can be synonymous or interchangeable words; the same word 

used in a variety of ways; or a double metaphor, whose meanings are in some way 

antithetical.154 This is not particularly revelatory, because it fits into a standard medieval 

multi-leveled textual reading, but it is odd that it is not more directly applied to the 

salutation, which would benefit from densely packed wording if directed toward an 

appropriately educated recipient. All that is said is “About the pleasing type of material, 

with salutations three [things] are chiefly applied: proverbium, narratio, peticio.”155 

However, if the author was truly attempting a classical rhetorical construction, a 

salutation may not be necessary and could perhaps be served by the more general 

function of his proverbium, which sometimes takes the place of the formal captatio 

benevolentiae and serves as a prologue to the letter.156 He warns us that many authors fall 

into the trap of bad writing because “Proverbs are thirsty for the mischievous flowers of 

                                                
153 Best represented by Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, MS latin 8314, ff. 73r-83r. According to Carmago, 
“A Twelfth-Century Treatise on Dictamen and Metaphor,” Traditio 47 (1992): 163-164, it survives in six 
manuscripts, five of which are collections of other ars dictandi.. 
154 Carmago, “Dictamen and Metaphor,” 172-173, ll.143-273. 
155 Carmago, “Dictamen and Metaphor,” 184, ll.6-7 
156 See e.g., Carl Sutter, ed., Aus Leben und Schriften des Magisters Boncompagno: ein Beitrag zur 
italienischen Kulturgeschichte im dreizehnten Jahrhundert (Freiberg: Mohr, 1894), 109. 
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purple,” and references purple-patched prose in a different way by noting that these 

flowers can offer a lot of smoke, obscuring the pure flame of the oration.157 He claims 

that it is more effective to use proverbs sparingly. It is the ornamentation that is 

considered critical, not the arrangement, so choosing the proper proverb and the most 

effective rhetorical approach is crucial to the success of the letter.158 This funny little text 

is a great reminder that the medieval intellectual community was receiving a broad 

education involving the study of a variety of genres, which perhaps should be considered 

in conjunction with one another more often.159 

 Though the influence of the French and Italian ars dictandi has been noted, two 

English writers deserve some mention. Peter of Blois (1135-1203) may have been the 

first author of ars dictandi in England, and was well known for his letters in the service 

of Richard of Dover, Archbishop of Canterbury from 1173 to 1184, and as a diplomat 

negotiating for Henry II and Louis VII, King of France (r.1137-1180).160 His Little Book 

on the Art of Letter-Writing (Libellus de arte dictandi) survives in only one fourteenth-

century manuscript, and though it probably did not impact the course of letter-writing 

theory, it exemplifies the English tendency to synthesize the most useful parts of the 

Italian and French traditions.161 In his prologue he explains “we are determined to plant 

the method of composing according to the aforementioned experts in the writing 

profession [from Bologna, Tours, and Rome] in the memory of the unschooled who have 

                                                
157Carmago, “Dictamen and Metaphor,” 184, ll.9-16 
158 Carmago, “Dictamen and Metaphor,” 202, ll.322-332 
159 Carmago, “Towards a Comprehensive Art of Written Discourse: Geoffrey of Vinsauf and the Ars 
Dictaminis,” Rhetorica 6, no. 2 (Spring 1988): 167-194. 
160 Carmago, Medieval Rhetorics, 3. 
161 The best manuscript is Cambridge University Library, MS Dd. 9.38, ff.115r-121r. Carmago, “The 
Libellus de arte dictandi rhetoricae Attributed to Peter of Blois,” Speculum 59 (1948): 16-41. 
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been brought forward for instruction.”162 It is notable that he only cites three relatively 

contemporary experts and avoids bolstering them with classical or ecclesiastical 

authorities, indicating that the ars dictaminis was authoritative in its own right and not 

simply a sub-genre of the rhetorical arts. 

 Peter mentions the expected five parts of a letter, offering a alternative spelling of 

salutacio and equating proverbium with exordium and captivacio benevolencie for the 

prologue. As with the previous texts, the type of salutation depends upon the recipient of 

the letter, but Peter provides lists of the constituent groups of the high, middle, and low 

types of people, offering his readers a handy reference tool. He expands upon these basic 

definitions, providing delineated sections for each of the parts of a letter.163 The section 

on salutations is largely a list of examples, with brief notations indicating the type of 

person or how to place particular words. The section on the prologue is more useful. 

First, he provides the expected statement that the prologue is supposed to render the 

audience benevolent. Next, he states there are four ways to do this: the sender can show 

his humility; the recipient can be praised for great honor or virtue; the sender can 

highlight a connection with the recipient, such as kinship, friendship, or mutual social 

standing; and the prologue can display the utility of the text.164 The influence of the 

Bolognese ars dictandi is clear here, but Peter continues to examine these parts for their 

stylistic elements, joining the French interest in style to the Italian interest in form. 

 Peter illustrates these sections with broken up and annotated sample letters, noting 

the unique qualities characteristic of each section of a letter. The salutation, because it is 

brief and addressed to a specific person or group of people, can use adjectives that define 

                                                
162 Peter of Blois, Libellus, 18; Carmago, Medieval Rhetorics, 45, translation by Carmago,. 
163 Peter of Blois, Libellus, PL 207, 1128. 
164 Carmago, Medieval Rhetorics, 55-56. 



Texas Tech University, Lane J. Sobehrad, August 2017 

 203 

personal qualities, such as happy, proud, tyrannical, or wise. The prologue (exordium), on 

the other hand, because it is supposed to persuade an audience and generate good-will, 

should promote qualities that accomplish those goals, such as hyperbolic, commendable, 

admirable, comparative, contextual, and adversarial. Significantly, Peter uses a new 

prologue term here, writing on the absolute exordium (De absolute exordio): “An 

absolute exordium is begun when [there are] no prescribed methods, but pertains to the 

material by means of foreign authority and proverb.”165 As with the protheme, the 

absolute exordium includes a proverb or authoritative quotation, but adds a general 

statement expounding the purpose of the letter, acting as a thesis around which the letter 

can be constructed.166 Other writers, such as Guido Faba (c.1190-c.1243) and Thomas 

Samspon (fl. 14th cent.) label this kind of prologue an arenga, but use a similar 

definition.167 In particular, the arenga is distinguished from the exordium because the 

former addresses general topics, while the latter applies to specific problems.168 This type 

of prologue allows an author the flexibility to appeal to a diverse audience and the 

potential to use it as an introduction to more than one letter.  

                                                
165 Carmago, Medieval Rhetorics, 61. 
166 Traugott Lawler, tr., The Parisiana Poetria of John of Garland (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1974), 231. 
167 Thomas Sampson, Modus dictandi, in Carmago, Medieval Rhetorics, 160: “And you know that just as 
St. Alban [prothomartir] is the first martyr, so “prothohemium” is the first member in the narrative…You 
know that arenga is the same as prologue [prefacio] through which we accomplish the benevolence of the 
Lord or friends.” Niermeyer notes arenga was first used in reference to speech and discourse in fourteenth-
century Italy, but Guido Faba proves the term originates sometime earlier. For a fourteenth century 
example, see Guglielmo Cortusi & Aldrighetto Cortusi, Cortusii Patavini duo, sive Gulielmi et Albrigeti 
Cortusiorum historia de novitatibus Paduae et Lombardiae ab Anno MCCLVI usque ad MCCCLXIV, in 
Rerum Italicarum Scriptores, ed. L.A. Muratori, vol. 12 (Milan: Societas Palatina in Regina Curia, 1728), 
col. 794. 
168 Guido Faba, “Guido Fabe Summa dictaminis,” in Il Propugnatore, ed. Augusto Gaudenzi, vol. 3 (1890), 
331: “Aregna is just as a prologue [prefatio] that is send forward to capture benevolence and honor, which 
the Lombards and Roman church used in their letters and speeches. In this, there is clearly agreement 
[between] exordium and arenga, both of which ought to be placed in front and to accommodate in such a 
manner that the narration seems to proceed and cling to the cause. But in this they differ, when the arenga 
[is] not just third person, but undertaken in first and second [person, too].”. 
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 In England, Gervase of Melkley’s (fl.1200-1219) Treatise on the Art of Versifying 

and the Method of Composing in Prose combine treatments of verse and prose, and 

appends chapters from Geoffrey of Vinsauf’s (fl.1200) Documentum to his very brief ars 

dictandi.169 He states at the end of his prologue, “One ought to note, that some rules are 

common to any kind [genus] of discourse whatever, some are specific only to metrical 

discourses, some only to prose. I thought I ought to relate first those which are common 

to any kind of discourse.”170 His ars dictandi is a brief 1,200 words in the translation by 

Catherine Giles, but he notes that if one wishes to write a letter beyond the most basic 

construction, it must include some artistic skill. In the salutation, for example, an 

uninteresting but appropriate salutation does not include a “hidden argument with 

reference to the business that follows.”171 After this “a general proverb which is 

found…according to what was said previously. There follows an introduction [exordium] 

to the business  [to be dealt with in the letter] which you may call by another name, 

inflexio or insinuatio.”172 Inflexio, he tells us in his section on rules common to any kind 

of discourse, “either changes one case into another…or changes one part [of speech] into 

another.”173 In verse, a proverb can reasonably be placed in the beginning, middle, or 

end. But a letter, which must have a particular purpose, is best served by placing the 

proverb no later than the beginning of the narration, so as to not confuse readers and 

properly introduce the business at hand. It should answer the basic questions, “Who, 

what, where, with what aids, why, how, when,” which “You can find an unlimited 
                                                
169 It has been edited by Hans-Jürgen Gräbener, ed., Gervais von Melkley: Ars Poetica (Munster: 
Aschendorffsche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1965), and translated by Catherine Giles, “Gervais of Melkley’s 
Treatise on the Art of Versifying and the Method of Composing in Prose: Translation and Commentary” 
(PhD. Diss., Rutgers University, 1973). 
170 Gervase of Melkley, Art of Versifying, 5. 
171 Gervase of Melkley, Art of Versifying, 223. 
172 Gervase of Melkley, Art of Versifying, 224. 
173 Gervase of Melkley, Art of Versifying, 17-18. 
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number of ways” to adapt depending on the letter and its recipients.174 Such construction 

can be contrasted with the theme and protheme of the ars praedicandi below, for which 

the direct approach is more appropriate, because its intent is divine and overt rather than 

personal and sneaky. 

 Both prefatory sections of the ars dictaminis can reasonably be called prologues. 

Though the salutation seems like a rather bare-bones piece of text, medieval greetings 

often packed intent and purpose into their brief words. Consider the salutation provided 

by the Anonymous of Bologna for a teacher to his pupil: 

 
 N – , promoter of the scholastic profession, wishes N – , his most dear friend and 
 companion, to acquire the teachings of all literature, to possess fully all the 
 diligence of the philosophical profession, to pursue not folly [dementiam] but the 
 wisdom of Socrates and Plato.175  
 
The “folly” to avoid is dementia, which Augustine in On Christian Doctrine sees as a 

preference for style over substance. He advocates a sermo humilis, promoting the 

inherent accessibility of Scripture to the unlearned, even though it possesses complicated 

levels of meaning and interpretation for the erudite.176 Stylistic ornament can be 

abandoned in favor of a clearer statement of important content.177 The compatibility of 

classical philosophy and Christian theology was much debated by early Christian writers, 

                                                
174 Gervase of Melkley, Art of Versifying, 225. 
175 James J. Murphy, Three Medieval Rhetorical Arts, 14. Latin text in Rockinger, Briefsteller und 
Formelbücher, I.16. Murphy, Three Rhetorical Arts, 3 and Charles H. Haskings, “The Early Artes dictandi 
in Italy,” in Studies in Medieval Culture (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1929), 181-182 (Rockinger has 
misattributed this text to Alberic of Monte Cassino). 
176 Augustine, De Doctrina Christiana, IV.31; Augustine, Epistolae, 137.18, CSEL XLIV,  p.122. See 
especially the important article by Eric Auerbach, “Sermo Humilis,” in Literary Language & Its Public in 
Late Latin Antiquity and in the Middle Ages (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1965), 25-66. 
177 John O. Ward, “Magic and Rhetoric from Antiquity to the Renaissance: Some Ruminations,” Rhetorica 
6, no. 1 (Winter 1988): 70-71. 
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who often mention Socrates and Plato.178 General thought held that the great philosophers 

like Socrates and Plato were really pursuing the divine through their ideas, even though 

they did not have explicit knowledge of Scripture. In other words, if one adheres to a 

principled program of study, the divine will make itself known, even if the thing being 

studied is not overtly religious.  

 
Prothemes and the Ars Praedicandi      
   
 Since antiquity the reading of Scripture has been accompanied by exposition, 

explanation, and interpretation.179 Christians, via their Jewish roots, viewed themselves as 

exceptional members of a chosen community commanded to evangelize the world 

through the Word, orally as much as textually.180 Jesus, of course, does this throughout 

the gospels, but he also calls on Christians to do the same. In Mark 3:14, for example, 

Jesus calls the twelve apostles to him and explicitly “sent them to preach” (mitteret eos 

praedicare), and ordered them in Matthew 28:19 to “go out, therefore, [and] teach all the 

peoples” (euntes ergo docete omnes gentes). Where ancient writers such as Demosthenes 

and Cicero were “preaching” to a mostly educated and elite audience, Christians were 

                                                
178 e.g. “And those who by human birth were more ancient than Christ, when they attempted to consider 
and prove things by reason, were brought before the tribunals as impious persons and busybodies. And 
Socrates, who was more zealous in this direction than all of them, was accused of the very same crimes as 
ourselves. For they said that he was introducing new divinities, and did not consider those to be gods whom 
the state recognized…But these things our Christ did through His own power. For no one trusted in 
Socrates so as to die for this doctrine, but in Christ, who was partially known even by Socrates (for He was 
and is the Word who is in every man, and who foretold the things that were to come to pass both through 
the prophets and in His own person when He was made of like passions, and taught these things), not only 
philosophers and scholars believed, but also artisans and people entirely uneducated, despising both glory, 
and fear, and death,” Justin Martyr, “The Second Apology of Justin for the Christians Addressed to the 
Roman Senate,” ANF I, 191; “He, moreover, who will declare that what is related of Plato and Socrates 
belongs to the marvellous, will quote the story of the swan which was recommended to Socrates while he 
was asleep, and of the master saying when he met the young man, “This, then, was the swan!” Nay, the 
third eye which Plato saw that he himself possessed, he will refer to the category of prodigies,” Origen, 
“Origen against Celsus,” in ANF 4, 588; Augustine, City of God, VIII.1-14;  
179 James J. Murphy, Rhetoric in the Middle Ages, 270-273. 
180 See e.g., Matthew 18:20; Mark 3:31-15; John 15:1-7. 
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preaching both to the educated and the uneducated, to the rich and the poor. To reach this 

diverse audience, Christ’s solution was to combine parables and direct discourse in 

preaching and teaching, conveying both earthly and divine messages.  

 Furthermore, classical rhetoricians did not feel compelled to prove their 

arguments absolutely, whereas Christians worked under the assumption that Christ is 

Truth itself, and that his words are absolute proof when used to justify an argument. 

Ultimately the success of a sermon is determined by God’s grace, not by rhetorical 

techniques.181 Paul explains, “Knowing the mysteries of the kingdom of Heaven is 

offered to [some], but it is not offered to others”  (vobis datum est nosse mysteria regni 

caelorum illis autem non est datum).182  

 Augustine presents a theory for rhetoric that depends for its success on God’s 

grace. His On Christian Doctrine is the only treatise on preaching between the apostle 

Paul and the emergence of the ars praedicandi at the end of the twelfth century, and its 

conceptions of signs became instrumental in the execution of medieval preaching.183 For 

Augustine, “man is only prompted by words in order that he may learn, and it is apparent 

that only a very small measure of what a speaker thinks is expressed in his words.”184 

Learning is something that happens internally. Appropriate external signs produce the 

internal revelatory experience due to God’s grace. Classical rhetorical strategies, 

according to Augustine, seek to move people, and are valuable if they help facilitate the 

action of grace. The ars praedicandi are inspired by this insight. 

                                                
181 Romans 15:4; Acts 20:32. 
182 Matthew 13:10-16; Murphy, Rhetoric in the Middle Ages, 276. 
183 James J. Murphy, Rhetoric in the Middle Ages, 284. 
184 Augustine, The Teacher, Ch. 14, translation in James J. Murphy, Rhetoric in the Middle Ages, 288. 
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 At the start of the thirteenth century, only Guibert of Nogent and Alain de Lille 

could be labeled theorists of preaching. Earlier texts, such as Augustine’s On Christian 

Doctrine and Gregory the Great’s Pastoral Care are more concerned with proper 

Christian behavior or scriptural interpretation than with prescriptive advice on how to 

construct and deliver a sermon. Even later writers like Guibert and Honorius of Autun  

offer little practical advice.185 The thirteenth century, however, saw an explosion of this 

kind of writing, resulting in well over two hundred unique texts by the end of the Middle 

Ages.186 Important in the development of a prescriptive preaching method is the idea that 

a sermon ought to have a regular structure, one more elaborate than a simple commentary 

on text or Scripture or an article of the Creed. Thanks to the new manuals, scholars can 

now confidently describe the general structures of medieval sermons. First, the theme, 

typically a passage of Scripture that introduces the underlying purpose of the sermon it 

prefaces. It is supposed to be followed by a relevant prayer. Second, the prologue, which 

provides an introductory connection between the theme and the specific topics it will be 

used for in the sermon proper (i.e. the division). This could take the form of analogy or 

allegory, citing an authoritative quotation, illustration, or syllogism. Third, and often 

accompanying the prologue, the prayer, which was dedicatory and relevant to both the 

theme and prologue: it can occur before, after, or between the other parts of the prefatory 

section. Fourth, the division, which splits the theme into three or more specific topics 

introduced in the prologue, and explains them in detail so that the audience has a full 

understanding of the argument presented. Fifth, the confirmation, which provides rational 

                                                
185 Franco Morenzoni and Thomas Bestul, ed., Alexandri Esseniensis: Opera Theologica, CCCM 188 
(Turnhout: Brepols, 2004), 5; Murphy, Medieval Rhetoric, 284-298. 
186 A full listing can be found in Harry Caplan, Medieval Artes Praedicandi: A Supplementary Handlist 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1934), and continued in Caplan, Medieval Artes Praedicandi: Supplement 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1936). 
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justifications for the topics in the division using exempla and authoritative sources 

(Christian or otherwise). Lastly, the conclusion, which restates what was supposed to be 

learned during the sermon and why it is important that the audience learn it (usually for 

eternal salvation). Notably, the prologue serves the important function of connecting 

sacred text and the call for divine aid to the main narrative where they are supposed to be 

applied in order to facilitate divine understanding. 

 Scholars have debated whether or not this structure was recording or establishing 

current practice, but other preaching aids such as sermon collections clearly indicate that 

prologues were standard in medieval preaching, whether or not they were prescribed.187 

Most sermon manuals circulated modestly, but medieval sermons usually agree with their 

general structure.188 Thus, the treatises on the ars praedicandi are useful here because 

they explicitly address customary ways of preaching. They reflect the formal method, if 

not the structure, of philosophic argumentation in scholasticism that posed its quaestiones 

based on the dialectic of Aristotle and the rhetoric of Cicero.189 In addition, they reflect 

the increased desire of the Church in the twelfth and thirteenth century to combat heresy 

and popularize prescribed doctrine.190 English churchmen, in particular, took seriously 

                                                
187 A prime example of this debate is the disagreement between Siegfried Wenzel and Marianne Briscoe. 
Though Wenzel would eventually recommend Briscoe’s work, his initial review of her study of ars 
praedicandi states it is “not prepared with the care one desires in a scholarly tool.” Wenzel argues that 
sermons followed the prescribed rules, while Briscoe doubts it. Siegfried Wenzel, Preachers, Poets, and 
the Early English Lyric (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986), 61-100; Wenzel, tr., The Art of 
Preaching: Five Medieval Texts and Translations (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University Press of 
America, 2013), xi; Wenzel, Review of Artes Praedicandi, by Marianne Briscoe, Speculum 69, no. 4 
(October 1994): 1124-1126; Marianne Briscoe and Barbara Hayes, Artes Praedicandi and Artes Orandi 
(Turnhout: Brepols, 1992). 
188 Andrew Reeves, Religious Education in Thirteenth Century England: The Creed and Articles of Faith 
(Leiden: Brill, 2015), 70; Phyllis Roberts, “The Ars Praedicandi and the Medieval Sermon” in Preacher, 
Sermon, and Audience in the Middle Ages, ed. Carolyn Muessig (Leiden: Brill, 2002), 46. 
189 O.C. Edwards, A History of Preaching, vol. 1 (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2004), 179-193. 
190 Margaret Jennings and Sally Wilson, tr., Ranulph Higden: Ars Componendi Sermones (Paris: Peeters, 
2003), 11. 
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the mandate of the Third and Fourth Lateran Councils (1179 and 1215, respectively) that 

attempted to make clerics better preachers.191 

 This was part of a larger intellectual movement generally called scholasticism, 

which David Knowles says is distinguished by the close connection of philosophy with 

religion as the former acted as preparation for the latter. In addition, it was interested in 

the earthly truth gained through philosophical study leading naturally to more divine 

inspirations, and to prescriptive methods that were useful not only for exposition but also 

for research.192 And so the twelfth and thirteenth centuries moved preaching past its 

initial goal of conversion on to popularization of doctrine through demonstrative proof 

and moral allegory.193 Richard and Mary Rouse have shown that medieval writers 

developed these tools in order to help Christians better understand a theological system 

that was becoming increasingly complex. Systematic knowledge was important to ensure 

that complicated theological ideas were appropriately communicated to the lay masses. 

These include the distinction (distinctio), containing nouns found in Scripture with an 

explanation of their symbolic meanings and concordant passages; library catalogs and 

booklists; and florilegia, which collected topical excerpts from multiple sources.194 

Proper preaching was also a significant feature of this trend. At the Council of Verona in 

1184, Pope Lucius III declared all unauthorized preaching anathema. In 1215, this was 

                                                
191 Nicholas Orme, Medieval Schools: From Roman Britain to Renaissance England (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2006), 81-84, 200-204. 
192 David Knowles, The Evolution of Medieval Thought, 2nd ed. (New York: Longman, 1988), 81-82. 
193 Jacques Le Goff and Jean-Claude Schmitt, “Au XIIIe siècle, une parole nouvelle,” in Histoire vècue du 
people chrétien, ed. Jean Delumeau, vol. I (Toulouse: Privat, 1979), 278. 
194 Richard Rouse & Mary Rouse, Preachers, Florilegia, and Sermons: Studies on the Manipulus florum of 
Thomas of Ireland (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1979), 7-25. 



Texas Tech University, Lane J. Sobehrad, August 2017 

 211 

affirmed by the canons of the Fourth Lateran Council.195 In England in 1213/1214, the 

First Canterbury Council decreed that no foreigner should preach without the permission 

of the appropriate bishop.196  

 Guibert of Nogent’s Book on How to Make a Sermon (Liber quo ordine sermo 

fieri debeat, c.1080/1115) begins with the assertion that being able to understand 

theologically complicated relationships is essential to those who preach, noting that “It is 

extremely dangerous for a man who has the obligation of preaching ever to stop 

studying.” 197  For a preacher to refuse or be unable to proclaim the lessons of a sermon to 

one who wishes to learn them is just as bad  as a cleric who leads a life of vice. Indeed, 

Guibert had some harsh personal experience with a bad teacher, as he records in his 

autobiography: “My master was totally ignorant of the techniques of composition or 

metrics. Meanwhile I was deluged everyday with a hail of blows and whippings. This 

man was trying to force me to learn what he couldn’t teach!”198 Preaching must not be 

done out of a desire for praise, by those too lazy to properly train themselves, or by those 

who purposefully deceive their audience out of jealousy. This theme carries on 

throughout the text, leaving Guibert to offer little in actual prescriptive advice on sermon 

construction. He does refer to the sermon as an oration (oratio) in his fuzzy description of 

a sermon’s parts, but he uses almost none of the familiar terminology discussed in the 

                                                
195 Council of Verona, “Decretale ad abolendam diversarum haeresium pravitatem du 4 novembre 1184,” 
in Enchiridion fontium valdensium: Recueil critique des sources concernant les Vaudois au Moyen Age, ed. 
Giovanni Gonnet (Torre Pellice: Libreria editrice claudiana, 1958), 50-53. 
196 Statutues of Canterbury I, canon 51, in Councils and Synods, ed. F.M. Powicke & C.R. Cheney, 4 vol. 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1964), vol. 2, pt. 1, pp. 33-34. 
197 Joseph Miller, tr., “Guibert de Nogent’s Liber quo ordine sermo fieri debeat: A Translation of the 
Earliest Modern Speech Textbook,” Today’s Speech 17 (1969): 44-45.  Miller’s translation is the only one 
in English, and is from PL 156, 21-31. There is a more recent edition edited by R.B.C. Huygens, CCCM 
127 (Turnhout: Brepols, 1993). 
198 Guibert of Nogent, A Monk’s Confession: The Memoirs of Guibert of Nogent, tr. Paul J. Archambault 
(University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1996), 16. 
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previous chapters of this dissertation.199 He remarks only that it is the Bible “from which 

flows the text of our speaking,” followed by a prayer, which should “always precede the 

sermon.” This matches the protheme and prayer that would later become standard. 

Prologues are not mentioned specifically, but it can be reasonably assumed that the 

Scripture reading and prayer are associated with some kind of introductory explanation 

that takes on the role of a prologue. 

 Guibert also asserts typical classical prologues themes, such as “a sermon ought 

not to be given at excessive length,” and that the preacher ought to “offer to them what 

they are capable of understanding,” indicating the need for a flexible rhetoric to meet the 

needs of a given audience.200 At the same time, he incorporates standard theological 

interpretations, such as the four-fold interpretation of Scripture, avoiding vice and 

promoting virtue, and using authoritative works by the Church Fathers to provide 

examples of vices and virtues.201 These two traditions work in concert with one another, 

“So it follows that in expounding the lessons of the holy Gospel we must do something 

more than traditional platitudes; we bring in the moral application, bring in new stones, as 

it were, for the reconstruction of an old wall.”202 The best place to find examples of this 

are “from the events of true history; while we study its deepest meaning, we can at the 

same time avail ourselves of new tools for effective teaching,” implying a multi-leveled 

interpretive approach to history in a not dissimilar manner to the fourfold sense of 

Scripture.203 Most important to the preacher is authoritative moral assertions based on 

                                                
199 Admittedly, oratio also commonly means prayer, and Guibert uses it this way in the very next line. 
200 Guibert, Liber quo, 48-49. 
201 Historical, tropological, anagogical, allegorical. For a comprehensive explanation, see Henri de Lubac, 
Medieval Exegesis: The Four Senses of Scripture, tr. E.M. Macierowski and Mark Sebanc, 3 vol. (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998, 2000, 2009).  
202 Guibert, Liber quo, 52. 
203 Guibert, Liber quo, 54. 
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rhetorical argumentation and Scriptural proof. Guibert quotes Horace’s Ars Poetria in 

support, stating, “It is proper and will always be proper to imprint our own identity upon 

whatever comes to hand.”204 

 Guibert offers advice on how to preach and what to preach, but not about sermon 

structure. This offers little help for evaluating prologues, but it is notable that his 

reference to Horace occurs at the end of this short treatise which is followed by “Explicit 

Prooemium” in the manuscript tradition, dividing the Book on How to Make a Sermon 

from his explication of Genesis.205 Thus, the “art” of preaching served as a prologue to a 

Biblical commentary under the assumption that the new information his reading audience 

may acquire should be communicated in a particular way to a listening audience. He has 

provided a pedagogical prologue for preaching, not a set of rules. To prepare and entice 

an audience, a preacher must have appropriately read, interpreted, and applied the lessons 

of Scripture before writing the narrative of the text to be read in public. The knowledge 

gleaned using classical strategies in the commentary tradition was now being 

implemented in various ways, including through preaching and history, which was still a 

branch of rhetoric.206  

 The idea that “God [is] the key of all knowledge,” allowed Guibert the 

opportunity to peruse texts “of all kinds to comprehend the multiple meaning of words 

                                                
204 Horace, Ars Poetria, ll.58-59. 
205 He also says he “prefaced” (praeposui) and was “sending ahead” (praemisso) this treatise in front of his 
Genesis commentary in his Memoirs, see PL 156, 875D. These words are used elsewhere to refer to first 
principles, see e.g. Boethius, “On Being and Goodness,” in Medieval Philosophy: Essential Readings with 
Commentary, ed. Gyula Klima, Fritz Allhoff, and Anand Vaidya (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 
2007), 319.  
206 Bernard Guenée, Histoire et culture historique dans l'Occident médiéval (Paris: Aubier-Montaigne, 
1980, 1991), 18-38, 129-140, 200-214; João Gomes da Silva Filho, “Guibert de Nogent (c.1055-c.1125): 
entre História e exegese no século XII,” Varia Historia 24, no. 40 (July-December 2008): 573. 
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and to find adequate answers.”207 This strategy applied not just to sermons and preaching, 

but also other texts, such as in the prologues to The Deeds of God through the Franks 

(1106-1109), a historical text in which, “No one should be surprised that I make use of a 

style very much different from that of the Commentaries on Genesis, or the other little 

treatises…however, the mysteries of sacred eloquence should be treated not with poetic 

loquacity, but with ecclesiastical plainness.”208 Furthermore, Guibert placed his faith “not 

in my literary knowledge, of which I have very little, but rather in the spiritual authority 

of the events themselves.”209 Thus, the goals of history, to Guibert, are much the same as 

the goals of preaching. Indeed, he even made “A version of this same history, but woven 

out of excessively simple words, often violating grammatical rules…It works well 

enough for the less learned…but only in the novelty of the story.”210 That is, in the same 

way an uneducated audience might understand a simple moral lesson conveyed through 

allegory in a sermon, but remain ignorant of more significant revelations that required 

education, so too can less educated readers respond to the moral lessons of simplified 

history.  

 Guibert, although not one of the most cited medieval authors, is a great example 

of the early scholastics (and pre-scholastics) of the late eleventh and early twelfth 

centuries.211 Encouraged by the Gregorian reforms, his goal was the reform of morals.212 

Scholastics developed an intellectual methodology that supported logical dialectic over 

emotional proselytizing, while Church reformers emphasized the ideals of charity, 
                                                
207 Guibert, Memoirs, 55. 
208 Guibert of Nogent, The Deeds of God through the Franks, tr. Robert Levine (Woodbridge: The Boydell 
Press, 1997), 23. 
209 Guibert, Deeds of God, 24. 
210 Guibert, Deeds of God, 24. 
211 Jay Rubenstein, Guibert of Nogent: Portrait of a Medieval Mind (New York: Routledge, 2002), 3. 
212 Wanda Zemler-Cizewski, “Guibert of Nogent’s How to Preach a Sermon,” Theological Studies 59 
(1998): 418. 
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obedience, and faith in order to curb the influence of secular authorities on the Church. 

Thus, like Scripture, Guibert’s How to Make a Sermon can be read on two levels: first, as 

a prescriptive text offering simple guidance on how to compose a sermon; second, as a 

plea for better preaching through increased spiritual education. 

 That theology should only be preached by those who are properly trained and 

intellectually proficient is emphasized by Alan of Lille (d.1203), whose Art of Preaching 

(De Arte Praedicandi), Anticlaudianus, Complaint of Nature (De Planctu Naturae), and 

theological dictionary put him at the forefront of the Twelfth-Century Renaissance. The 

Art of Preaching was written around the turn of the thirteenth century in forty-eight 

chapters. It survives in over ninety extant medieval manuscripts, and probably functioned 

as an instructional text, judging from the number that are heavily annotated or hastily 

written.213 The prologue and first chapter contain prescriptive advice on sermon writing, 

while most of the remaining chapters are examples of sermons on various topics. Alan 

covers the seven deadly sins, monastic virtues such as obedience and moderation, and 

ways to address particular audiences such as soldiers, virgins, and advocates (oratores). 

His sermons are full of authoritative references from Scripture, Church Fathers, and 

classical authors. In fact, Alan argues that exempla are the best way to learn how to 

structure and execute a proper sermon: “[A preacher] should make use of examples to 

prove what he says, because teaching by means of example is [assimilated doctrine].”214 

The structure of a sermon (see above) should be understood through his examples, even if 
                                                
213 Evans, The Art of Preaching, 7; Guy Raynaud de Lage, Alain de Lille; Poète du xiie siècle (Montreal: 
Institut d'Études Médiévales, 1951) 
214 In the last clause, “quia familiaris est doctrina exemplaris. Verbi gratia,” familiaris is translated by 
Evans as “familiar” as a derivative of familia. Murphy has translated this passage as “because exemplified 
doctrine is assimilated doctrine,” which agrees with Niermeyer and the Oxford Latin Dictionary 
interpretations that familiaris is also a distinct term from at least the late eleventh century for someone who 
has received a particular dignity at court or has met the requirements to be received into a monastic 
community, or those particular dignities themselves. This is far more impactful than “familiar.” 
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the prologue and first chapter were missing. This structural technique is one emulated by 

many authors of ars praedicandi, and is reminiscent of classical exempla collections, 

such as Demosthenes collection of prologues discussed in Chapter One. 

 Alan provides the first explicit definition of preaching in Christian history, 

writing, “Preaching is an open and public instruction on faith and behavior, whose 

purpose is the forming of men; it derives from the path of reason and from the 

fountainhead of the ‘authorities.’”215 Though he provides more practical advice than 

Guibert, Alan is a witness rather than a cause of changing intellectual patterns.216 

Whereas the Church Fathers and Roman rhetoricians would have spoken about the proper 

arrangement or style of a sermon (dispositio and elocutio), he says nothing. At the same 

time, he is sure to note in his prologue that “Preaching must be dependent on reasoning 

and corroborated by authoritative texts,” otherwise one is apt to get lost in those “purple 

patches” referenced by Horace.217 The ultimate goal to “bring forth fruit” in the audience 

can be accomplished by three types of preaching: first, oral, as in “Go out into the world 

and preach (praedicate) the gospel to every creature”; second, written, as Paul did in his 

epistles; and third, in deed, because “every work of Christ is our instruction.”218 

 Alan’s multi-leveled approach to preaching, like Guibert’s, seeks to reach as 

many people as possible with divine knowledge, and he expects audiences to approach 

his work in a similar three-fold manner. In the prose and verse prologues to his 

                                                
215 Alan of Lille, The Art of Preaching, Ch. 1; PL 210, 111. Murphy, Medieval Rhetoric, 307. 
216 James J. Murphy, Medieval Rhetoric, 309. 
217 See above, Ch.1; Alan, The Art of Preaching, Ch.1; PL 210, 112. 
218 Mark 16:15; e.g. I Corinthians 5:9, 11; “Omnis Christi actio nostra est instructio,” is cited in a number 
of late medieval works, notably Aquinas’ Summa, but is of unknown provenance. Gerard Zerbolt (1367-
1398) attributes it to Augustine, but it is not in any of his extant writings. Albert Hyme, ed. “ Het 
traktaat,’Super Modo Vivendi Devotorum Hominum simul Commorantium’,” Archief voor de geschiedenis 
van het aartsbisdom Utrecht (AGAU) 52 (1925): 32; Alan of Lille, The Art of Preaching, Ch.1; PL 210, 
113. 
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Anticlaudianus, a treatise which claims to explain how to make the perfect man (written 

as a foil to Claudian’s fourth-century work Against Rufinus, which does the opposite), 

Alan explains that his work can be read on three different levels, summarized below:  

Scriptural Sense Level of Education Age  Method of Interpretation 
literal   uneducated  boys  ear 
moral   basic education adolescents reason 
allegorical  advanced education men  intellect219 
 
This follows Augustine’s descriptions of his own mental development in Confessions 

Book I, which concludes that “An inward instinct told me to take care of the integrity of 

my senses, and even in my little thought about little matters I took delight in the truth. I 

hated to be deceived, I developed a good memory, I acquired the armoury of being 

skilled with words, friendship softened me, I avoided pain, despondency, ignorance.”220 

Such a process is never-ending, and Alan asks his audience to “learn as though you were 

to live forever…Reading sharpens perception, adds new dimensions of 

understanding…brings us close to God.”221 While the literal and moral senses provide an 

understanding of a text’s narrative and its ostensible lessons, the allegorical sense allows 

for a deeper understanding that requires appropriate training and experience in order to 

understand the divine knowledge accessible beyond the linguistic signals of the words 

themselves, because “To read and not understand is to be negligent,” and “the esoteric 

[may] be impaired if its grandeur is revealed to the unworthy.”222 

                                                
219 Alan of Lille, Anticlaudianus, or, The Good and Perfect Man, tr. James Sheridan (Toronto: Pontifical 
Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1973), 27, 40-42. 
220 Augustine, Confessions, I.xx. For a full explanation, one must read the first four books in their entirety. 
221 Alan of Lille, The Art of Preaching, Ch. 36; PL 210, 180. 
222 The former is a reference to the prologue of Cato’s Distichs, a fourth-century textbook and moral guide 
popular in the High Middle Ages. Notably he is cited in Conrad of Hirsau’s Dialogue on Authors as a 
popular and acceptable choice for teachers. Dionysius Cato, “Distichs,” in Sententiae: Minor Latin Poets, 
ed. and tr. J.N. Duff and A.M. Duff (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1934), 592. Alan of Lille, The 
Art of Preaching, Ch. 36; PL 210, 180; Anticlaudianus, 41. 
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 Alan wants audiences to investigate a given sermon or text, where “words shine 

like stars, a discourse clothes itself in beauty and the conclusion shines in a flood of 

light…the power of Rhetoric spreads abroad.”223 Scholars from or during the twelfth-

century understood that dissecting texts and words not only led to a greater understanding 

of the text, but also allowed readers to move closer to divine knowledge. William of 

Conches (d. c.1154), for example, asserts that it is the role of human intellect to “separate 

joined things and to join separate things.”224 Similarly, Thierry of Chartres (d. c.1150) 

asserts that the role of human intellect is to see the real truth of a particular thing that 

exists underneath its outward appearance.225 If this can be understood, a person can begin 

moving towards the one thing that cannot be joined or separated and whose outward 

appearance is its truth – that is, God.226 Authors can construct their texts in such a way to 

make this process simple or complex. Hugh of St. Victor (c.1096-1141) describes the two 

primary methods in his Didascalion as “natural” and “artificial.”227 The natural method 

orders things according to their natural historical sequence, while the artificial method 

orders things according to the wishes of the author, but is typically inverted. In analyzing 

these texts, Hugh parallels Alan’s three-fold interpretation: “In an exposition of a text the 

                                                
223 Alan of Lille, Anticlaudianus, 182. 
224 William of Conches, Glossae super Platonem, ed. Édouard Jeauneau, 129, n.a; James Simpson, Sciences 
and the Self in Medieval Poetry: Alan of Lille’s Anticlaudianus and John Gower’s Confessio Amantis 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 73 
225 Thierry of Chartres, Commentaries on Beothius by Thierry and his School, ed. N.M. Häring (Turnhout: 
Brepols, 1971), 270; James Simpson, “The Information of Alan of Lille’s Anticlaudianus: A Preposterous 
Interpretation,” Traditio 47 (1992): 147. 
226 The idea of God being the supreme quality is one found all over medieval texts in the eleventh and 
twelfth-centuries, perhaps most famously in Anselm of Canterbury’s (1033-1109) ontological argument in 
Monologion for the existence of God.  
227 Hugh of St. Victor, The Didascalion of Hugh of St. Victor, tr. Jerome Taylor (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1961), III.8; PL 176, 771D: “Secundum dispositionem, quae duplex est: naturalis 
videlicet quando res eo refertur ordine quo gesta est, et artificialis id est, quando id quod postea gestum et 
prius narratur.”  
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order followed is adapted to inquiry. Exposition includes three things: the letter, the 

sense, and the inner meaning.”228 

 Indeed, Alan wrote a whole dictionary on words important to an educated 

understanding of theology, the Book on the Distinctions of Theological Diction (Liber in 

distinctionibus dictionum theologicalium). Unfortunately, Alan did not think it necessary 

to include any of the prologue terminology mentioned thus far, but he was sure to 

mention in his prologue that a multi-leveled understanding of individual words helps a 

reader better understand a given text, and prepares a better logical position from which to 

investigate its meaning.229 His selection of Clio as his muse in the verse prologue of 

Anticlaudianus begins to make more sense, as “the aged parchment rejoices to renew its 

youth with fresh writing, smiles in its desire to leave its ancient hiding place.”230 The 

words and deeds of the past become important not only to remember for their own sake, 

or even for their moral lessons, but especially as allegorical signposts to the divine. The 

prologue that “stirs the judge’s mind, makes him prick his ears” in the manner of Cicero, 

who “makes Rhetoric a child adopted by him alone” offers an introduction not only to the 

text, but also to the knowledge behind it.231 

 Following his example, Alexander of Ashby (d. c.1200-1215) wrote A Very Brief 

Understanding of Histories (Brevissima comprehensio historiarum) in addition to his 

more well-known On the Artificial Method of Preaching (De artificioso modo 

predicandi), written around 1200.232 It survives in only one complete text in the 

                                                
228 Hugh, Didascalion, III.8. 
229 Alan of Lille, Liber in Distinctionibus Dictionum Theologicalium, PL 210, 687-688; Simpson, “A 
Preposterous Interpretation,” 116. 
230 Alan of Lille, Anticlaudianus, 41. 
231 Alan of Lille, Anticlaudianus, 99, 101. 
232 Alexander Essebiensis, Opera Omnia I-II, CCCM 188, 188A (Turnhout: Brepols, 2004), I.1-104. 
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Cambridge University Library (MS Ii 24) and is divided into a epistolary prologue, the 

treatise itself, and five examples of full sermons constructed according to the principles 

of the treatise.233 Unlike Guibert and Alan, Alexander is more concerned with the method 

(modo) of preaching than with its content or purpose (materia).234 He writes in his 

prologue, “If we consider that the study of theology is profitable, none of our labor will 

be frightened away from this study, but rather it will provoke an admiration of utility for 

[its] work…In this, however, wonderful praise is contained for theology, because in a 

way it leads the willing and struggling towards a solitary path in justice and, in asking 

these [things], subtly and kind of secretly adds to virtue.”235 Theology helps us avoid 

“falling…into the pit of hell,” a phrase repeated in the prologue of his ars praedicandi. 

His innovation lay in his use of classical terminology to describe the construction of 

sermons.236 In fact, he was the first writer on sermons since Augustine to apply classical 

rhetorical strategies and techniques to preaching.237  

 Perhaps most importantly, this method has an assumed discrete structure, “Truly, 

the method depends on the sermon parts and delivery.”238 Like his predecessors, 

Alexander knows he is preaching to both the uneducated and the educated. For the 

former, “A multitude of parts impedes expertise [in the lessons]” because they will not 

understand the lessons of such a complex sermon. “When, however, a sermon is for the 

learned, the arrangement is able to have more parts” because the meaning will not be 

                                                
233 Franco Morenzoni, ed., “Introduction générale,” in Alexandri Essebiensis Opera Theologica, CCCM 
188 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2004), 3. 
234 James J. Murphy, Rhetoric in the Middle Ages, 314. 
235 Alexander Essebiensis, Brevissima Comprehensio Historiarum: Breviter, CCCM 188A, 5. 
236 Alexander, Brevissima, 5. 
237 Georgiana Donavin, “’De sermone sermonem fecimus’: Alexander of Ashby’s De artificioso modo 
predicandi,” Rhetorica 15, no. 3 (Summer 1997): 279-281. 
238 Alexander of Ashby, De artificioso modo predicandi, CCCM 188, ll.117-118. 
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lost.239 A sermon that either goes beyond or does not meet the capabilities of the audience 

fails in its primary duty of religious instruction.240 Rhetoric thus serves to make those 

unintelligible divine things more intelligible, building a relationship with the audience by 

cultivating wisdom, virtue, and skill.241 

 Alexander sees sermon writing as industria, “purposeful action” and “diligent 

activity.” This acceptance of artificial construction allows him to avoid the complicated 

discussion of divine inspiration that preoccupied Guibert and Alan.242 As a result, his 

advice is largely practical: do not overuse authorities and quotations because that will 

overwhelm the audience; use allegory to entertain an uneducated audience and to offer a 

reflective passage for the learned; do not overly praise virtue or reprehend vice because it 

will cause the audience to despair.243 This advice was governed by his reliance on 

classical rhetorical authorities, including Cicero and the Rhetorica ad Herennium. 

 Because of this, one would expect the Ciceronian prohemium terminology in his 

discussion of prologues, but he uses prologus instead (see the section on Notker, above), 

though admittedly it was in standard use by the twelfth century. The prologue is supposed 

to render the audience docile, benevolent, and attentive, but Alexander applies these ideas 

specifically to preaching. He affirms this both negatively and positively. If the audience 

is not docile, it will not accept the advice provided in the sermon, if not benevolent, it 

will not understand the sermon, and if not attentive it will not even hear it.244 Therefore, 

the preacher should outline his sermon at the start to promote docility, promise to deliver 

                                                
239 Alexander of Ashby, De artificioso modo predicandi, ll.124-126. 
240 Donavin, 283-284. 
241 Donavin, 296. 
242 Alexander of Ashby, De artificioso modo predicandi, ll.24, 29; Morenzoni, “Introduction,” 9. 
243 Alexander of Ashby, De artificioso modo predicandi, ll.129-138. 
244 Alexander of Ashby, De artificioso modo predicandi, ll.64-69. 
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his ideas briefly to provoke benevolence, and signal the sermon’s novelty and 

profoundness to demand attention. This parallels the multi-leveled interpretive approach 

of Guibert and Alan, but more explicitly aligns with classical precepts. Alexander is 

arguing that in a good prologue the members of the audience can expect a well-ordered 

discussion that is structured around classical ideas but that, more importantly, prepares 

them for a sermon’s lessons, whether simple or complex. Now, Georgiana Donavin sees 

this applied in the prologue On the Art of Preaching and the sermons that follow it, while 

Franco Morenzoni also sees these structures in Alexander’s other prologues.245 Indeed, at 

the end of the treatise, just before the sermons begin, Alexander observes “we made a 

sermon on a sermon” (de sermone sermonem fecimus), implying his principles of 

preaching can be applied more broadly.246 

 The ars praedicandi was further solidified through the efforts of another 

Englishman, Thomas of Chobham (or Salisbury, c.1160-c.1235), whose Summa de arte 

praedicandi provides the earliest complete theory that became standard in sermons from 

the mid-thirteenth century through the Reformation.247 It is divided into two general 

parts. The first discusses issues surrounding preaching including issues of theology, 

Scripture, and Church doctrine, while the second addresses the practical construction of 

sermons. His underlying purpose, mentioned at the end of his prologue, is to show that 

                                                
245 Donavin, “De sermone sermonem fecimus,” 287-296; Morenzoni, “Introduction générale,” CCCM 188, 
x-xii. 
246 Alexander, De artificioso modo predicandi, 33. 
247 The are two extant manuscripts, Cambridge, Corpus Christi College MS 455, ff. 1-89 and Munich, 
Bayerische Staatsbibliothek Clm 14062, ff. 56-119. The latter is available digitally at http://daten.digitale-
sammlungen.de/~db/0003/bsb00034252/images/. For comments on authorship see Franco Morenzoni, ed., 
Thomas de Chobham: Summa de Arte Praedicandi, CCCM 82 (Turnhout Brepols, 1998), ix-xiv; Fritz 
Kemmler, “Magister Thomas of Salisbury, Summa de Arte Predicandi: A Note of Authorship,” Recherches 
de théologie et philosophie médiévales 52 (1985): 227-232. James J. Murphy, Rhetoric of the Middle Ages, 
325. 
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“the duty of preaching is common to both doctors and preachers.”248 As has become 

familiar, Thomas is suggesting that secular and sacred knowledge are not incompatible, 

and both types benefit from one another. His assertion of this idea in the prologues shows 

that the methods developed by scholastics to investigate the divine are applicable to 

secular pursuits, a reversal of the method advocated by the writers of Late Antiquity. 

 Indeed, Thomas argues that a theologian’s duty is threefold – reading, disputing, 

and preaching.249 Modern scholars might call this research. A good preacher should seek 

out sources, evaluate them critically, select the ones that will best support his argument, 

and synthesize them into a format that can be understood by his audience. At the start of 

Chapter VII, which begins his discussion of sermon structure, Thomas says, “the parts of 

preaching are distinguished in almost the same way as the parts of an oration or poetry 

are distinguished in rhetoric.”250 He proceeds to break down the individual parts of an 

oration found in Cicero’s On Invention and in the Rhetorica ad Herennium, and then 

compares them to the parallel parts of a sermon. A poet has a proposition to deliver, he 

invokes the gods for assistance, and tells a story with enough detail to communicate 

lessons to the audience, “And in this, preachers often imitate poets.”251 They propose 

themes they ought to deliver to their audience, invoke God through prayer in order that 

their sermon might provide fruitful lessons, and present a narration that fully explains the 

principles introduced in the proposition. Adding further reinforcement, Thomas shows 

how Plato’s Timaeus and Scripture do these things in similar ways. 

                                                
248 Thomas of Chobham, Arte praedicandi, 4, ll.42-43. 
249 Thomas of Chobham, Arte praedicandi, 4, ll.36-38. 
250 Thomas of Chobham, Arte praedicandi, 260, ll.8-11. 
251 Thomas of Chobham, Arte praedicandi, 260-261, ll.31-42. 
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 Even though poetry and preaching have their similarities, “so much more the 

distinction in rhetoric suits preachers in their preaching…Rhetoric, then, is the art of 

speaking skillfully for the purpose of persuading.”252 Preaching is supposed to persuade 

an honest audience of the utility of its lessons, and dissuade a dishonest audience from 

poor decisions. He writes, “And, therefore, the goal of a preacher and orator are 

practically the same. And for that reason, the doctrine of orators is very necessary for the 

duty of a preacher.” Thomas’ direct, simple comparisons using basic Latin grammar 

distinguish his work from the other texts examined in this section and amongst ars 

praedicandi up to this point.253 In addition, it helps suggest that many of the ars 

praedicandi were instructional texts meant to educate clerical or monastic students, and 

not just theoretical exercises.254 

 Perhaps because of this, Thomas provided the most explicit discussion of 

prologues of the ars praedicandi, and helped establish a new a vibrant genre of 

theological exposition that significantly changed the public face of the medieval Church. 

He labels the classical exordium and proemium with the medieval prologus and religious 

(to Isidore) prefatio.255 He quotes directly from Cicero and Rhetorica ad Herennium, 

adding early thirteenth-century clarifications to help his readers understand the terms in 

an appropriate, sermon-centered context: 

 When prefatory [proemalia] preaching is observed, it is called the direct 
 approach [principium], which is the same as a prologue [prologus], that is a pre-
 sermon [protosermo], that is also the first [thing] in a sermon before the main 
 work. And it is called the same as proem [proemium] because the beginning is 
                                                
252 Thomas of Chobham, Arte Praedicandi, 261, ll.72-74. 
253 Morenzoni, Thomas de Chobham, xl. 
254 Marianne Briscoe, “How Was the ars praedicandi Taught in England?” in The Uses of Manuscripts in 
Literary Studies, ed. C.C. Moore, P.R. Doob, M.J. Woods (Kalamazoo, MI: Medieval Institutes 
Publications, 1992), 47-50; John Baldwin, Masters, Princes, and Merchants: The Social Views of Peter the 
Chanter and His Circle (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1970), 110-115. 
255 Thomas of Chobham, Arte praedicandi, 262, ll.80-84. 
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 about half of the whole oration…However, it is also called preface [prefatio], but 
 not used in rhetoric. But it is called preface, because it is about these that we are 
 speaking…before the proposed direct approach. The subtle approach 
 [insinuatio]…is oblique; because, of course, everything is observed indirectly and 
 obliquely in the prologue [prologus] which, at any other time, is accustomed to be 
 direct in the beginning of the preaching.256 
 
Here, finally, is something that looks like an attempt to create a reasonable list of 

prologue terminology. Cicero’s approach to prologues, extolled as useful since 

Augustine, has been assimilated into the medieval intellectual community instead of 

standing firm on an isolated pedestal of auctoritas. The direct approach is most 

appropriate for sermons because the goal is both to teach and persuade, which cannot be 

done if the audience misses the theme. The more religious praefatio (see Isidore above, 

Ch. 2) is not appropriate for rhetorical purposes, perhaps because “the sacred page has its 

own special topics beyond those of dialectic and rhetoric.”257 

 Indeed, Thomas continues this section by citing examples of the direct approach 

from Scripture, but supplements these examples with the classical assertion that the 

prologue should render an audience docile, benevolent, and attentive, using Jerome’s 

Vulgate prologues as his authority.258 This can be accomplished through classical 

strategies. But, of course, Paul and his Epistles provide a series of exempla that illustrate 

how to do this. “There are plenty of such examples in Scripture. Hence he will never 

preach well who, according to use or according to skill, is ignorant of his prologue 

[proemium].”259 He follows this by explaining the pro-theme (prothema), a particular 

                                                
256 Thomas of Chobham, Arte praedicandi, 263, ll.106-116. 
257 Thomas of Chobham, Arte praedicandi, 267, ll.254-357; translation by Murphy, Rhetoric in the Middle 
Ages, 323. 
258 Thomas of Chobham, Arte praedicandi, 264, ll.149-152. 
259 Thomas of Chobham, Arte praedicandi, 265, ll.185-187. 
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kind of prologue specific to preaching.260 It should explain the principles of the theme – 

the Scriptural passage and its associated lessons that form the core of the sermon – in 

order to prepare the audiences adequately for an exposition on the related principles of 

the sermon. In other words, “if he wants to preach mainly on chastity and he prepares his 

protheme on compassion for the poor, the protheme is not inappropriate.”261 

 The inherent virtue present in sermons because of their basis in Scripture meant 

that it should be “easy to employ a prologue [exordio] in preaching because unless the 

preacher has not properly prepared the sermon or has set a bad example for his audience, 

nothing is preached unless there [is] honesty or utility or justice.”262  Thomas, like 

Alexander, warns his readers against building a sermon that is divided into too many 

parts, resulting in a confused or unreceptive audience, and stresses the importance of 

providing at least one Scriptural authority to back up each division. The same dangers 

arise if the protheme is greater than the theme, if it can be applied to more than one 

theme, or if it does not attain the goals of docility, benevolence, and attentiveness. 

 Preaching cannot be ignored in a survey of prologue theory because it was the 

most common form of rhetorical practice in medieval England. In Alan’s analogy of 

Jacob’s ladder, preaching was the seventh, and highest rung in his progressive view of 

learning. All the steps in theological study led to it. Theology was an aid to understand 

Scripture, dialectic and grammar were aids to understand ideas, while rhetoric was how 

the speaker/author communicated that understanding to the listener/reader.263 In the 

prologues of Guibert, Alan, and Alexander was a stated desire to write a treatise on 

                                                
260 For an explanation of prothema and its related terms in late-medieval sermons, see Wenzel, Medieval 
‘Artes Praedicandi,’ 55-58. 
261 Thomas of Chobham, Arte praedicandi, 264, ll.194-196. 
262 Thomas of Chobham, Arte praedicandi, 270, ll.352-356. 
263 Murphy, Rhetoric in the Middle Ages, 325. 



Texas Tech University, Lane J. Sobehrad, August 2017 

 227 

preaching because texts on such an important and common practice were lacking. It is 

impossible to consider that the monks and clerics who wrote a majority of the important 

historical works of the high Middle Ages were not influenced in some capacity by their 

desire to expound upon the divine truth contained in the facts and arguments of the past 

using the methods learned in the ars praedicandi. 

 

Conclusion          

 This chapter has demonstrated that medieval authors assembled, dissected, and 

adapted classical knowledge to suit their needs, and that prologues are where these 

authors often explain how they did it. Cassiodorus argued that appropriate text reception 

requires more than sight or sound, but often a conjunction of the two, while Isidore 

offered a basic structure with which to introduce a subject’s fundamental principles. 

Rabanus demonstrated how a well-informed, well-structured approach to a given topic 

could lead to divine revelation. Anselm of Besate and Notker Labeo showed the ongoing 

dialogue in the medieval intellectual community about the place and purpose of 

authoritative ancient texts in interpreting potentially divine revelation. This process 

culminates with the ars praedicandi, which sought to instruct those who did not have the 

time, capability, or desire to read though and process a complicated literary tradition. 

Prologues were the best method of introducing complicated subjects in concise, digestible 

language, allowing audiences to more fully appreciate ideas that they might otherwise 

misunderstand.  

 Though prologues maintained the classical principles of preparation and 

persuasion by making the audience benevolent, attentive, and docile, medieval authors 
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now had options about how to construct them. Anselm of Besate argued that classical 

models are sufficient, while Notker Labeo showed the benefits of updating Cicero.  

Sermon and letter manuals offered their own advice on how to build a prologue, but this 

advice was not generically restricted. It is important to recognize for the next two 

chapters that medieval authors were most often not only historians, but priests, romance 

writers, poets, theologians, lawyers, and political advisors. The knowledge assembled by 

Isidore and the encyclopedic tradition showed the cross pollination of the theory and 

methods amongst these fields. These multiple roles affected how medieval historical 

authors built their narratives and perceived the past. Prologues served as a uniting feature 

across all of these texts, revealing the infinite nature of God in all things.



Texas Tech University, Lane J. Sobehrad, August 2017 

 229 

CHAPTER IV 
 

MEDIEVAL ENGLISH HISTORICAL PROLOGUES 
 

Which time I can the prolog to beholde 
Of Troye Booke, I made in dayes olde, 
Wher was remembered, of authors us before, 
Of the deed of the very true grain, 
So as it full severed from the chaf; 
… 
The truth only, which they have compiled 
Unto this end, that we were not beguiled 
Of negligence through forgetfulnesse 
… 
If not for writers, all would be out of mynde 
Not history only, but of nature and kynde 
The true knowyng should have gone to wreck 
And from science [knowledge] our wits put aback.1 
 

 Troy Book was John Lydgate’s (c.1370-1449?) first major composition, composed 

sometime between 1412 and 1420. It recounts the history of Troy from its foundation to 

its destruction at the end of the Trojan War. He wrote it for the future Henry V (r.1413-

1422). It was widely popular and cemented a place for Lydgate as a premier writer in late 

medieval England. According to the claims in its prologue, Lydgate was attempting to 

update to the history and story of Troy for a modern audience, as well as correct 

inconsistencies in the standard accounts from writers such as Homer, Ovid, and Virgil. 

Lydgate’s main source was Guido delle Colonne’s Historia destructionis Troiae (1287), a 

Latin prose translation of Benoît de Sainte-Maure’s Roman de Troie (c.1160), which 

claims to have been taken from accounts provided by Dictys Cretensis, supposedly a 

direct witness of the Trojan war who kept a diary, and Dares Phrygius, cited by Homer as 

                                                
1 John Lydgate, “Troy Book: Prologue (Extracts),” in The Idea of the Vernacular: An Anthology of Middle 
English Literary Theory, 1280-1520, ed. Jocelyn Wogan-Browne, Nicholas Watson, Andrew Taylor, and 
Ruth Evans (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1999), ll. 99-114; pp. 45-46. 
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one of his sources in the Iliad.2 At around thirty thousand lines, Troy Book is at least a 

structural successor to its Greek predecessors. Lydgate’s prologue describes the long 

tradition he wants to continue. He recognizes the difficulty for any historian who attempts 

to reconstruct an event but has no clear methodology or possibility of doing so.3 At the 

same time, Lydgate asserts that “oure ancestors left to us byhynde / To make a mirror 

only to oure mynde.”4 The old “Troy Boke” is authoritative because it has the authority 

of antiquity (auctoritas antiquitatis). His own work is authoritative because he respects 

tradition and adheres to the proper methodology cited in the chapters above. Thus he is 

left with a paradox.  

 Early medieval writers had contended with similar ideas. The origins of the 

English people were so uncertain that authors at different points identified native Britons, 

Trojans, Romans, and Saxons as the progenitors of the medieval English nation. 

Christianity was still combatting an ancient pagan past, which did not get any easier after 

the reintroduction of many Greek texts in the mid-thirteenth century. This occurred at a 

national, regional, local, and personal level. Significant events, such as the Norman 

Conquest, a large fire, a crusade, or a great battle often led to a surge in historical 

production. Community reactions to important events varied greatly, so it was critical that 

authors identify their audience, state their purpose clearly and concisely, and establish a 

                                                
2 Homer, Iliad, V.9-27. Wogan-Browne, et al. The Idea of the Vernacular, 42, 49, n. 186. The earliest 
account of Dictys Cretensis’ work is a fourth-century Latin translation of the Greek by a Lucius Septimius. 
See R.M. Frazer, tr., The Trojan War: The Chronicles of Dictys of Crete and Dares the Phrygian 
(Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1966). Available online at The Theoi Classical Texts Library, 
http://www.theoi.com/Text/DictysCretensis1.html#b1, accessed June 23, 2017. Another notable 
contemporary source from 1190 supposedly based on these same ancient Greeks is Joseph of Exeter, 
Joseph of Exeter: Iliad (Josephus Iscanus: Daretis Phrygii Ilias), trans. A.G. Rigg (Toronto: Centre for 
Mediaeval Studies, 2005). 
3 Alan Ambrisco and Paul Strohm, “Succession and Sovereignty in Lydgate’s Prologue to The Troy Book,” 
The Chaucer Review 30, no. 1 (1995): 41. 
4 Lydgate, “Troy Book,” ll.119-120, p.46. 
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framework for their narrative. The structure of historical prologues in medieval England 

shifted and adapted to meet the individual needs of authors and communities while 

maintaining the set of core principles established in the previous three chapters.  

 

English Historical Prologues before the Norman Conquest 
   
 It is with Gildas’ (fl. 6th cent.) The Ruin of Britain of Britain that medieval 

English historical prologues rightfully begin.5 Other early medieval writers mention the 

British Isles and significant events that happened there, especially involving the Romans 

and Saxons, but Gildas is the first to present any sort of structure that might be called 

British (or English) history.6 He was writing at a transitional period. The influence of 

Roman culture was slowly waning, the Saxons and other Germanic peoples were 

continuing to make their way across the Channel, and Christian monasticism was rapidly 

gaining a foothold. These transitions had an obvious and prominent impact on Gildas’ 

historiographic perspective, which was concerned not with reconciling classical and 

Chrisitian traditions, but with “sympathis[ing] with my country’s difficulties and 

troubles, and rejoic[ing] in remedies to relieve them.”7  

 Some critics of his harsh denunciations of the inherent sinfulness of the native 

Britons, however, see him as rejoicing in his countrymen’s misfortunes. Addressing 

Roman Britain, Gildas refers to his fellow Britons as “ungratefully rebelling,” 

“treasonable,” and “applying cunning rather than virtue.” Scholars such as E.A. 

                                                
5 For the most recent editions, see Gildas, Gildas: The Ruin of Britain and Other Works, ed. and tr. Michael 
Winterbottom (London: Phillimore, 1978); Le de Excidio Britanniae de Gildas: Les Destinées de la culture 
latine dans l’ile de Bretagne au VIe siècle, ed. and tr. François Kerlouégan (Paris: Publications de la 
Sorbonne, 1987). 
6 See e.g., Orosius, History Against the Pagans, I.76-80, VII.9-10; the anonymous Chronicle of 452, that 
continues Jerome’s chronicle, MGH Auct. Antiq. 9, I.660. 
7 Gildas, The Ruin of Britain, 1.1. 
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Thompson have concluded that Gildas held more affection for Rome than Great Britain.8 

Michael Lapidge adds support to this argument by showing that Gildas’ education and 

literary community included the traditional body of Roman rhetoric, backed by Gildas’ 

comments that he used “not so much literary remains from this country (which, such as 

they were, are not now available, having been burnt by enemies or removed by our 

countrymen when they went into exile) as foreign tradition: and that has frequent gaps to 

blur it.”9 It appears his classical training did its job, prompting Gildas to seek out sources 

that could provide reliable witnesses to the events he wanted to cover, but since they were 

unavailable, he did the best he could. If he was attempting to recall historical items from 

lost or inaccessible texts, from infinite depths of the Augustinian memory, it is no wonder 

he went occasionally astray, creating what Michael Winterbottom calls in his edition of 

Gildas a “sickly stew of half-truths.”10 For example, he misquotes one of Jerome’s letters 

and uses part of an anti-Christian tract in his discussion of Old Testament prophets.11  

 These inaccuracies may ultimately be irrelevant in an analysis of Gildas, who 

seems to be writing a jeremiad more than a history.12 The argumentum may be more 

important than the absolute veracity of the account presented. Gildas divides his work 

into three sections (four including the prologue). The first gives a history of Britain under 

Rome, the second and third address the faults of the kings and clergy of Britain. He 

                                                
8 Gildas, The Ruin of Britain, 4.1, 7.1; 13.2; E.A. Thompson, “Gildas and the History of Britain,” Britannia 
10 (1979): 204. 
9 Michael Lapidge, “Gildas’ Education and the Latin Culture of Sub-Roman Britain,” in Gildas: New 
Approaches, ed. Michael Lapidge and David Dumville (Woodbridge: Boydell, 1984), 27-51; Gildas, The 
Ruin of Britain, 4.4. 
10 Winterbottom, The Ruin of Britain, 3. He likely did not have access to many sources, either, see D.R. 
Howlett, “The Literary Context of Geoffrey of Monmouth: An Essay on the Fabrication of Sources,” 
Arthuriana 5, no. 3 (Fall 1995): 44. 
11 The faulty quotation is actually from Porphyry. Gildas, The Ruin of Britain, 4.1, 38.2; Jerome, Epistles, 
NPNF 2.06, 133.9. 
12 N.J. Higham, The English Conquest: Gildas and Britain in the Fifth Century (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1994). 
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makes his intention clear in the opening line of the prologue: “I shall deplore rather than 

denounce; my style may be worthless, but my intentions are kindly…I sympathise with 

my country’s difficulties and troubles, and rejoice in remedies to relieve them.”13 He 

attempts to temper his accusatory tone, employing good rhetorical strategy in order to 

avoid riling up the audience, and follows it with the expected statement of monastic 

humility, that “my inexperience and my worthlessness restrained me from writing any 

warning, however modest.”14 These warnings were found in Scripture, “as though a 

mirror reflecting our own life…read[ing] there more clearly what had previously, 

perhaps, been dark to me.”15 Gildas’ desire to impart historical lessons connected to 

Biblical lessons is clear in the prologue, based not only on his words, but the precedent 

from contemporary rhetorical and historical works discussed in the sections above. Such 

clear language undermines François Kerlouégan’s critique of Nicholas Higham for 

agreeing with Robert Hanning’s classic statement that early medieval British history was 

“stamped with the impress of religious ideas, developed in a typological manner through 

exegetical method.”16 If Gildas’ prologue is any indication, this was precisely what he 

intended. 

 Following the self-proclaimed epistolary prologue are four sections that could 

also rightly be considered prologues. The first explains the general program of his section 

on the history of Roman Britain, while second is the oft-cited geographic description of 

Britain usually attributed to Bede.17 It can be traced back at least to Orosius, but is likely 

                                                
13 Gildas, The Ruin of Britain, 1.1. 
14 Gildas, The Ruin of Britain, 1.2. 
15 Gildas, The Ruin of Britain, 1.7. 
16 Robert Hanning, The Vision of History in Early Britain (New York: Columbia University Press, 1966), 
61. 
17 Gildas calls it a letter in the first line, but it is missing the standard salutation and signatory sections. 
Gildas, The Ruin of Britain, 2-3. 
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from an earlier common Roman source.18 References to Britain’s size as eight hundred 

miles can be found in the Wonders of the World by Solinus in the third century CE, as 

well as Pliny’s Natural History and Tacitus’ Annals in the first century CE. The third and 

fourth respectively treat his complaints against the British kings and clergy.19 However, 

those against the clergy are about three times longer than those against the kings, 

suggesting that in bringing on divine wrath, the clergy’s crimes were more important than 

those of the kings. 

 More influential for the insular historical traditions is the work of Bede (d.735), 

whose effect on English literature and historiography cannot be overestated. For modern 

scholars, he is the only master teacher between Quintilian and the twelfth century whose 

texts have been transmitted virtually intact, providing the rare opportunity not only to 

evaluate his unique efforts, but also his own analyses of the works of others.20 His 

attempt to illustrate classical principles only through Christian writings was his special 

contribution to medieval grammar and rhetoric.21 Frustratingly, though he writes 

extensively on verse, grammar, computation, Biblical exegesis, saints’ lives, and history 

– all of which include good classically constructed prologues – he never explicitly 

analyzes prologues. Murphy attributes this to a lack of a native rhetorical tradition on the 

British Isles.22 Bede was a dedicated synthesizer who adapted of rhetorical and 

                                                
18 Orosius, History against the Pagans, I.ii.77; Thompson, “Gildas and History,” 209; Solinus, Collectanea 
Rerum Memorabilium, ed. Theodore Mommsen (Berlin: Wedimanns, 1895), 99-100; Pliny, Natural 
History, IV.xvi.102; Tacitus provides a description of Britain in Agricola, §10. He cites the geographic skill 
of Fabius Rusticus and Livy here, though unfortunately neither description is extant. 
19 Gildas, The Ruin of Britain, 27, 66-68. 
20 Bede, Opera didascalia, ed. C.W. Jones, CCSL 123A, v. 
21 Bede, Opera didascalia, CCSL 123A, ix-xi. 
22 Murphy, Medieval Rhetoric, 78-79. 
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grammatical traditions to the Roman Christian worldview. He was not an innovator, even 

though virtually every notable later medieval English scholar would use his work.23 

 Bede was self-conscious about his role in the formation of community and 

identity in early medieval England. This is, for example, illustrated by the hagiography of 

St. Cuthbert, a seventh-century saint and one of medieval England’s most revered figures. 

Two early official biographies survive, one from an anonymous author (c.700 CE) and 

the other written by Bede (c.720 CE). In this type of historical writing, saints are not 

passive participants. Through his words, deeds, and associated material culture, Cuthbert 

actively engaged his community, even though he was long dead and had developed a 

semi-legendary status as a literary character.24 The anonymous biographer writes that he 

wrote about Cuthbert’s life according “to your commands, O holy bishop Eadfrith, and to 

the commands of the whole community.” Likewise Bede writes “Inasmuch as you bade 

me…I have written at your request about the life of our father Cuthbert.”25 The 

community of Lindisfarne ostensibly asked these men to write lives of Cuthbert, its most 

famous saint. These would have been read aloud to the Lindisfarne community, 

becoming part of their oral culture, part of their customs, and thus part of their collective 

identity. 

 The anonymous author mentions Lindisfarne often and cites all of the miracles 

Cuthbert performed in life and death, which not only helped the community in a practical 

sense, but also increased the reputation of the region within the wider English 

                                                
23 George Hardwin Brown, A Companion to Bede (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2009), 117-134. 
24 Catherine Cubitt, “Memory and Narrative in the Cult of Early Anglo-Saxon Saints,” in The Uses of the 
Past in the Early Middle Ages, ed. Yitzhak Hen and Matthew Innes (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2000), 34. 
25 Bertram Colgrave, ed. and tr., Two Lives of Saint Cuthbert (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1985), 61, 143. 
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community. In contrast, Bede uses a much broader lens. He rarely mentions where 

Cuthbert was from, instead describing the saint as an exceedingly good Christian. The 

locations of extant manuscripts support the idea that Bede may have been looking toward 

a wider audience. The anonymous life survives in seven manuscripts, all but one of which 

are found in continental legendaries. Bede’s life survives in thirty-six manuscripts, spread 

out all over England and the continent.26 The greater popularity of Bede’s work indicates 

that his broader perspective attracted a larger audience. The anonymous author had 

emphasized Cuthbert’s local identity at Lindisfarne, but Bede had given him an English 

identity.  

 Even Bede’s computational works, On the Nature of Things and On Times were 

concerned with how the English community viewed the world. For early medieval 

Christians, real history that displays truth was the history of salvation according to the 

eternal plan of God. All of the individual histories that exist in the world are “tributaries” 

of a greater historical process.27 This harkens back to the Hellenistic idea of historical 

non-judgment and the Late Antique effort to synchronize conflicting historical traditions. 

Indeed, it is arguable that both On the Nature of Things and On Times are introductory 

material to understanding history, and thus introductory material to understanding God’s 

divine plan. Both conclude with a world chronicle that covers Augustine’s six ages of the 

world, suggesting that in order to understand history, one must first understand the 

                                                
26 See Betram Colgrave, Two Lives of Saint Cuthbert, A Life by an Anonymous Monk of Lindisfarne and 
Bede’s Prose Life (New York: Greenwood Press, 1969), 17-55 for a complete list of the manuscripts. 
27 Bede, On the Nature of Things and On Times, tr., Calvin Kendall and Faith Wallis (Liverpool: Liverpool 
University Press, 2010), 27. 
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construction of time, including God’s role in its creation and humanity’s role in its 

execution.28 

  In this way, the epistolary prologue to the Ecclesiastical History is consistent 

with Bede’s general worldview and cosmological understanding. History should take 

special care to promote good deeds over bad deeds, so that the “reader is kindled to 

eschew what is harmful and perverse…and therefore, in your zeal for the spiritual well-

being of us all, you wish to see my History more widely known.”29 Unlike any other 

source in this chapter, however, Bede explicitly lists his sources “in order to remove all 

occasions of doubt about those things I have written.” He explains what parts of his 

history he got from which author, concluding, “I have not learned from any [one] source 

but from the faithful testimony of innumerable witnesses.”30 In other words, Bede is 

attempting to take those historical tributaries flowing out of God’s divine plan and re-

channel them more directly on the English people for their benefit. Going against 

convention, he asks his audience not to amend any mistakes in his work because he is 

following “the principles of true history” (quae vera historiae lex est), a phrase from his 

commentary on the Gospel of Luke indicating not that Bede claims absolute truth in his 

reporting, but that his narrative is reasonable based on the sources that he used.31 Just as 

Joseph was not really Jesus’ father, but common understanding named him as such, so 

too, says Bede, some of the things in his history may be problematic. 

                                                
28 Between the eight and twelfth centuries, Bede’s computational works were among the most popularly 
circulated of Bede’s work on the same level as Ecclesiastical History. Kendall and Willis, ONT and OT, 
34; Joshua Westgate, “Bede and the Continent in the Carolingian Age and Beyond,” in The Cambridge 
Companion to Bede, ed. Scott DeGregorio (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 201-215. 
29 Bede, Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People, ed. and tr., Bertram Colgrave and R.A.B. 
Mynors (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1969), 3. 
30 Bede, Ecclesiastical History, 7. 
31 Bede, In Lucae evangelium expositio, CCSL 120, 67 on Luke 2:33-34; N.J. Higham, (Re-)Reading Bede: 
The Ecclesiastical History in Context (New York: Routledge, 2006); Roger Ray, “Bede’s Vera Lex 
Historiae,” Speculum 55, no. 1 (1980): 1-21. 
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 The transition from Gildas to Bede in their formation and representation of a 

British/English community illustrates a basic flaw in many modern presentations of the 

origins (origines gentium) and make-up of a medieval English community. Origin stories 

are not static; they change over time according to authorial and audience needs, reflecting 

the desires of their culture in situ.32 In Gildas, the origin of the British people was largely 

deplorable. Native Britons (including the Scots and Picts) were savage and pagan. When 

the Romans brought civilization (and later Christianity to the isles, instead of embracing 

them, the native inhabitants attacked them, and then invited more savage pagans – the 

Saxons. He backgrounds his perception with parallel stories of the Israelites in the Old 

Testament, and also Roman histories, which often decried the regression or morals over 

time (see Livy and Tacitus above, Ch. 1).  

 Gildas was one of Bede’s main sources in his Ecclesiastical History for the pre-

Saxon history of Britain. Bede had to reassess British history because Gildas could not 

recount the effects of the (now) Anglo-Saxons. Most notably, he replaces the Roman 

heroes with native Britons, severing the direct link with the Roman past Gildas had 

claimed, and describes a distinctly British ancient tradition exemplified through Christian 

figures. According to his prologue, Gildas wanted to write an account of “my nation” 

(patria) and was disappointed it was not as Christian as he wanted it to be. Upon 

reexamination, Bede determined that “our nation” (nostra gentis) was a bit more 

Christian than previously thought.  

                                                
32 Stefan Schustereder, Strategies of Identity Construction: The Writings of Gildas, Aneirin and Bede 
(Göttingen: Bonn University Press, 2015),  258. 
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 The idea of a British/English identity is reassessed again in the Historia 

Brittonum, a Welsh history from the first half of the ninth century.33 Though it is often 

attributed to an author named Nennius, the existing evidence is far from conclusive.34  

Despite a convoluted manuscript tradition, prominent English historians including Henry 

of Huntingdon (c.1088-c.1157) and Geoffrey of Monmouth (c.1095-c.1155) used the 

Historia Brittonum.35 Like Gildas, the author of Historia Brittonum was concerned about 

the spiritual well being of the Britons and the relationships among the various peoples 

occupying the British Isles.  

 The prologue of the Historia Brittonum is not original to the text. Only five of the 

thirty-five extant manuscripts contain it.36 The standard text of Historia Brittonum is 

based on a different manuscript group, without the prologues typified by Harley MS 

3859, which dates to the early twelfth century.37 The earliest extant manuscript is 

Chartres Bibliothèque Municipale MS 98, dating to the eleventh century, which was 

unfortunately heavily damaged during World War II. Despite this, it contains evidence 

suggesting the ultimate terminus ante quem of the text is the early ninth century. The 
                                                
33 There are two modern editions: Nennius: British History and The Welsh Annals, ed. and tr. John Morris 
(London: Phillimore, 1980); The Historia Brittonum, ed. David Dumville, vol. 2, 3 (Cambridge: D.S. 
Brewer, 1985, 1988). 
34 David Dumville has done the most research on this chronicle: see “The Historical Value of the Historia 
Brittonum,” Arthurian Literature 6 (1986): 1–26; “On the north British section of the Historia Brittonum,” 
Welsh History Review 8, no. 3 (June 1977): 345–354; “II: On the north British section of the Historia 
Brittonum,” Histories and pseudo-histories of the insular Middle Ages, ed. David Dumville (New York: 
Routledge, 1990), 345–354; “St Patrick in the Historia Brittonum: three texts,” in Saint Patrick, AD 493–
1993, ed. David Dumville and Lesley Abrams (Woodbridge: Boydell, 1993), 221–232; “Historia 
Brittonum: An Insular History from the Carolingian Age,” in Historiographie im frühen Mittelalter, ed. 
Anton Scharer, Anton and Georg Scheibelreiter (Vienna: Oldenbourg, 1994), 406–434. 
35 Especially Dumville, “Nennius and the Historia Brittonum,” Studia Celtica 10/11 (1975): 78-95; 
Heinrich Zimmer, Nennius Vindicatus: über Entstehung, Geshichte und Quellen der Historia Brittonum 
(Berlin: Weidmann, 1893), 21-217, 727-730, 777-781; William Well Newell, “Doubts concerning the 
British History Attributed to Nennius,” PMLA 20, no. 3 (1905): 624-631, 667. 
36 Dumville traces the origins of these five to Corpus Christi College, Cambridge, MS 139, dated precisely 
to 1164, “Nennius and ‘Historia Brittonum’,” 79. The prologue is on f.166v, available online through 
Stanford’s Digital Manuscripts Index, http://dms.stanford.edu/catalog/CCC139_keywords, accessed 
January 31, 2017. 
37 The others are BL Cotton Vespasian D XXI; Cotton Vespasian B XXV and Cotton Vitellius A XIII. 
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prologue is found in a group of manuscripts originating in Oxford, Corpus Christi 

College MS 139, also dating to the twelfth century. However, in this group, Cambridge 

University Library Ff i.27 contains an entirely different, longer prologue from Corpus 

Christi 139 and the others, as well as a table of contents (in fact, this manuscript also 

contains a second copy of Historia Brittonum without the prologue, attributing it to 

Gildas!).38 The manuscript history is, frankly, a mess. It is somewhat appropriate then, 

that the author of the prologue says, “I have therefore made a heap of all that I have 

found.”39 

 The prologue(s) of Historia Brittonum, although neither original to the author nor 

consistent in the manuscript history, is conventional. Whether from the eleventh or 

twelfth century, the deliberate addition of a prologue shows that some writer and his 

community believed it served a purpose in a historical text. On the other hand, the thirty 

manuscripts that did not include a prologue begin with Augustine’s  (probably via Bede) 

six ages of the world and the same 800-mile geographic description of Britain found in 

Gildas (but also probably cited via Bede), serving as introductory material to the 

circumstances of Britain in their own right. Contemporaneous works, such as the Anglo-

Saxon Chronicle, use the description of Britain in a similar way, establishing a not-

uncommon convention for medieval English historical works. 

 John Morris uses the short prologue, while Joseph Stevenson and Theodore 

Mommsen use both the long and short prologues. Both versions hit all the expected 

prologue themes. The author starts by stating British scholars had no skill and thus kept 

                                                
38 Mommsen, Chronica Minorum saec. IV, V, VI, VII, vol. III, MGH Auct. Antiq. XIII (Berlin: Weidmanns, 
1898), 125; Joseph Stevenson, ed., Nennii: Historia Brittonum (London: English Historical Society, 1838), 
vi-x. 
39 Morris, Historia Brittonim, pref., p.9. 
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no historical records, so it was left to the author, claimed to be Nennius, to record “from 

the Annals of the Romans and from the Chronicles of the Holy Fathers, and from the 

writings of the Irish and the English, and out of the tradition of our elders.”40 That is, he 

is preserving a record of memories so that they are not lost forever. Beause of the nature 

of his sources, “more obscure, whether though repeated pestilence or frequent military 

disasters,” he asks his readers for understanding and kindness because he knows there are 

many mistakes in his account – the familiar humility topos. Finally, he requests that those 

who discover something he missed amend his history. This last statement is fairly 

common in medieval historical prologues, and the later editors of London, British 

Library, Harley MS 3859 took Historia Brittonum’s author seriously. It has at least ten 

different hands present in its script, marginalia, interpolations, and emendations.41  

 The longer prologue maintains these general themes and expands them, 

specifying that the author used Isidore, Jerome, Eusebius, and Prosper as part of his 

research. The other themes are expanded using a series of agricultural metaphors. The 

modest amounts of history he will deliver to posterity are the “few remaining ears of 

corn,” which were at risk from “hostile reapers of foreign nations.”42 To make sure his 

readers learn the appropriate lessons, the anonymous author says “For it is better to drink 

a wholesome draught of truth from the humble vessel, than poison mixed with honey 

                                                
40 Morris, Historia Brittonum, loc cit. This insult to the British scholars is also the only piece of evidence 
linking the named Nennius to a potentially historical Nennius found in a ninth century Welsh manuscript, 
Oxford Bodleian Library, MS Auct. F.4.32, f. 20r. The collection is called the Liber Commonei, and is full 
of primarily liturgical material, but notes that there was a certain Nennius who criticized the scholarly skills 
of British people. Dumville provides a handy transcription, “Nennius and the Historia Brittonum,” 90. 
41 Dumville, “Nennius and the Historia Brittonum,” 79. 
42 See J.A. Giles, tr., The History of the Britons by Nennius (London: James Bohn, 1841), 1-3, based on 
Vatican MS Reginensis 1164 (more accessible in Paris Bibliothèque Nationale MS Latin 11108, ff. 1-44, 
available at http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b90667808. 
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from a golden goblet.”43 Furthermore, “do not be loath, diligent reader, to winnow my 

chaff, and lay up the wheat in the storehouse of memory: for truth regards not who is the 

speaker, nor in what manner it is spoken, but that the thing be true.”44 The author is 

agreeing with the Augustinian idea that memory is infinite and appreciable. Often, people 

will not realize they have read and learned something useful until it has been “rescued 

from the mud.” The desire to explore some aspect of divine truth is also rooted in the 

Roman rhetorical tradition, because “those who are greater…than myself…endeavored 

by Roman eloquence to smooth the jarring elements of their tongue.”45 

 Though the themes are standard, a couple of details stand out. First, the author 

immediately names himself Nennius, claiming authorship and authority over the text. 

Finding an author’s name attached to a historical text is not unusual in the Middle Ages. 

In fact, it is another prologue feature that can be traced to ancient historians such as 

Herodotus, who sought to claim individual authority over texts in order to solidify their 

interpretive methodology. Indeed, in medieval literature a named author was essential to 

the success of the text.46  But in medieval historiography, the claim of authorship is also 

odd because God is the ultimate dictator of historical method. Dumville suggests the 

                                                
43 The poisonous honey and golden goblet is interesting imagery, the earliest mention I could find was in 
Xenophon’s Anabasis, tr. Carleton Brownson (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1922), 4.28.20-22: 
“…the soldiers who ate of the honey all went off their heads, and suffered from vomiting and diarrhoea, 
and not one of them could stand up, but those who had eaten a little were like people exceedingly drunk, 
while those who had eaten a great deal seemed like crazy [men].” The Biblical source may be Daniel 5, in 
which King Belshazzar and his concubines drink wine out of gold goblets they took from the temple, 
afterwards praising the gods of gold, silver, iron, and wood. God miraculously writes on the wall and 
Daniel is called in to read the divine words. He lectures the king on the sin of pride and Daniel is eventually 
made king. Gold goblets and wisdom are not uncommon as a vessel for wisdom. Recall the pouring and 
drinking in Anselm of Besate above, and, looking ahead, Bernard of Clairvaux in his sermon for St. Victor, 
PL 183, 373D. 
44 Nennius, The Hsitory of Britain, tr. Giles, 2. 
45 Nennius, The History of Britain, tr. Giles, 3. 
46 Nicole Nyffenegger, Athorising History: Gestures of Authorship in Fourteenth-Century English 
Historiography (Newcastle, UK: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2013), 6; Tim Machan, Textual Critcisms 
and Middle English Texts (Charlottesville, VA: The University of Virginia Press, 1994), 99. 
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author of the prologue may have attributed the Historia Brittonum to someone with 

auctoritas so it would be taken more seriously.47 This is not an unreasonable theory if the 

prologue author wanted to claim Historia Brittonum for Wales in a manner similar to the 

way that Gregory of Tours authored the History of the Franks, Paul the Deacon the 

Historia Langobardorum, or Bede the Historia Ecclesiastica. Choosing a known Welsh 

teacher and scholar would be rhetorically effective. On the other hand, a number of 

anonymous historical works were popular in medieval England. Lastly, the prologue may 

have been result of part of the twelfth-century Norman reforms of the Welsh church, 

seeking to bring it more firmly under the control of the Archbishop of Canterbury (and 

thus Rome), as Historia Brittonum had been used in this way before in the tenth century 

in another manuscript group based around Vatican MS Reginensius Lat. 1964.48 As 

before, even if the precise purpose cannot be figured out, it is still noteworthy to 

recognize that medieval authors considered prologues useful for something. 

 The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, probably started in the ninth century, presents 

similar difficulties in its manuscript history, but its prologues are less critical to the 

provenance of the text.49 It utilized a similar variety of sources, and it was known to 

every major and minor historian, including Aethelweard, Asser, Henry of Huntingdon, 

William of Malmesbury, Simeon of Durham, Geoffrey Gaimar, Florence of Worcester, 

and Hugh Candidus.50  It contains three distinct prologues, perhaps unsurprisingly found 

                                                
47 Dumville, “Nennius and the Historia Brittonum,” 90-91. 
48 Dumville, The Historia Brittonum: The ‘Vatican’ Rescension (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1980), 10-20. 
49 The best edition is the series edited by David Dumville and Simon Keynes, The Anglo-Saxon Series: A 
Collaborative Edition (London: D.S. Brewer, 1985-2004). MSS A, B, C, E, and F all receive their own 
critical edition, along with additional volumes of critical commentary on intertextual relationships. For a 
synthetic translation see The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, tr. Doroth Whitelock, David Douglas, Susie Tucke 
(New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1961). 
50 Whitelock, et al., The ASC, xviii. 
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in three different versions of the Chronicle.51 The first is a regnal list found in MS A and 

G that begins with the sixth century Wessex king Cynric and continues until the reign of 

Alfred the Great (r. 871-899). It is distinguished from the other early entries in the Anglo-

Saxon Chronicle because it is narrative instead of annalistic. The second is the 800-mile 

geography found in D, E, and F.52 The third, found in C, includes a list and calendar of 

saints’ days and the seasons, which scholarship has titled Menologium, and a short, 

almost nonsensical poem that scholars have titled Maxims II.53  

 At first glance, the inclusion of the list of royal lineage and the Menologium 

appear somewhat jejune. The list of kings is useful in establishing chronology, but little 

else since the prologue contains no details except for royal successions. The Menologium 

was likely derived from calendars and dated lists commonly found in the front of missals 

and other liturgical texts.54 However, lists like these, especially since they are written in 

the vernacular, serve to orient audiences towards a common past and identity, both as 

Christians and Angelycynn.55 Likewise, Bede’s gens Anglorum in Ecclesiastical History 

                                                
51 The standard manuscripts are A = Corpus Christi College, Cambridge MS 173, also called the Parker 
Chronicle. It is the oldest manuscript, dating to the late ninth or early tenth centur, copied by G = British 
Library, Cotton Otho B.xi dating to the early eleventh century. B = BL Cot. Tiberius A.vi, dating to the late 
tenth century, and C = BL, Cot. Tib. B.i, dating to the mid-eleventh century, both also called the Abingdon 
Chronicle. D = BL Cot. Tib. B.iv, also called the Worcester Chronicle, and E = Oxford, Bodleaian Libraru, 
Laud Misc. 636, also called the Peterborough Chronicle. F = BL Cot. Domitian viii, which contains 
bilinugal chronicle entries in Old English and Latin. Whitelock, et al., The ASC, xi-xviii. 
52 Whitelock, et al., The ASC, 3-6; Janet Bately, ed., The ASC-CE, MS A, vol. 3 (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 
1986), 1-2; Susan Irvine, ed., The ASC-CE, MS AE vol. 7 (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2004), 3; Peter Baker, 
ed., The ASC-CE, MS F, vol. 8 (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1986), 1-2. 
53 It is a reference to the poem found in the Exeter Book, i.e. Exeter Cathedral Library MS 3501, f. 80, also 
called Maxims. Menologium has been translated once, Samuel Fox, ed. and tr., Menologium seu 
Calendarium Poeticum e Hickesiano Thesauro: Or, The Poetical Calendar of the Anglo-Saxons (London: 
William Pickering/T. Combe, Jr., 1830); Maxims II as “Gnomic Verses” in Richard Hamer, tr., A Choice of 
Anglo-Saxon Verse, Revised Edition (London: Faber and Faber, 2015), 113-120. 
54 Elliott Dobbie, ed., The Anglo-Saxon Minor Poems (New York: Columbia University Press, 1942), lxi-
lxiii. 
55 Aethelstan, is recorded by the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle as “king over all the English people [Angelcynn] in 
the entry for 900 CE in MS A; Bately, ASC, 61; Sarah Foot has notably established this term as a collective 
cultural identifier in “The Making of Angelcynn: English Identity before the Norman Conquest,” 
Transactions of the Royal Historical Society 6 (1996): 25-49. 



Texas Tech University, Lane J. Sobehrad, August 2017 

 245 

becomes Ongelcynn/Ongelþeode in the Old English translation made during Alfred’s 

reign. Bede’s purpose was to show the English people their common Christian history in 

order to promote a sense of unity. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle pursues the same goal, but 

is not able to rely on a common Roman Christian history (as distinct from Celtic 

Christianity). Instead, it is a work of amalgamation, both in content and construction. It 

covers the origins of all the major early English kingdoms, displaying the origins of the 

traditions and customs of each people as they came to Britain. One of Alfred’s goals in 

his educational and literary programs was to create a sense of common English identity in 

order to promote political and social stability after the destabilizing invasions.56 The 

continuous updating of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, along with its use by prominent 

historians, provides additional evidence for an interest in promoting this identity.57 The 

similarities between the poetic structure of the Menologium and the other poems in the 

Anglo-Saxon Chronicle suggest that its author likely used them as a model.58 

 Maxims II is different. It is a list of almost nonsensical proverbs and precepts with 

a Christian slant. Its odd series of short sentences is such that Elliott Dobbie sees no point 

in attempting an analysis of them: he concludes that they must be something irrelevant, 

perhaps a set of school exercises in verse.59 There is certainly no narrative structure, but 

                                                
56 Foot, “Angelcynn,” 47-49; Susan Reynolds, “Medieval Origines Gentium and the Community of the 
Realm,” History 68, no. 224 (1983): 378-380; Malcolm Godden, “The Teaching of Latin in Anglo-Saxon 
England,” English Historical Review 117, no. 472 (June 2002): 597-599, 602-604; Michel Matto, 
“Vernacular Traditions: Anglo-Saxon Mentalities,” The Journal of English and Germanic Philology 115, 
no. 1 (January 2016): 95-99. 
57 Stephen Baxter, “MS C of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle and the Politics of Mid-Eleventh Century 
England,” English Historical review 122, no. 499 (December 2007): 1189-1227. 
58 The other poems are “The Battle of Brunaburh,” “Capture of the Five Boroughs, “Coronation of Edgar,” 
and “Death of Edgar.” See Kazutomo Karasawa, “Lexical Choice and Poetic Freedom in the Old Englsh 
Menologium,” The Journal of English and Germanic Philology 115, no. 3 (July 2016): 343-345; Julie 
Townsend, “The Metre of the Chronicle-verse,” Studia Neophilologica 68 (1996): 143–76. 
59 Elliott Dobbie, Anglo-Saxon Minor Poems (New York: Columbia University Press, 1942), lxvii. 
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this is not necessary in order to infer complex or purposeful meaning.60 Similarly, 

structural items such as longer lines at the beginning and middle of the poem suggest 

authorial purpose.61 Using the medieval dual-fold interpretive strategy, the literal 

meaning of the poem seems to make some sense as a prologue for a chronicle that covers 

political history, royal origins, cultural tradition, and sometimes mythology and folklore. 

My synopsis of Maxims II may serve to offer a general sense of what is often considered 

nonsensical: 

 
ll. 1-4  Kings rule impressive cities, but Christ rules nature. 
ll. 5-9  God dictates scarcity or bounty during the seasons. 
ll. 10-14 Truth is best learned through experience, and old men have often gained  
  wisdom through much experience. 
ll. 15-32 [A list of principles young nobles should learn] 

• Listen to wise advisors. 
• It is in a warrior’s nature to be brave, just as a wolf is lonely and a boar 

is strong. 
• Presenting oneself as a noble warrior requires appropriate equipment. 
• Do not horde treasure like a dragon; mete it out to those who deserve 

it. 
• Good leaders inspire their soldiers to victory and gain their loyalty. 

ll. 33-36 Man lives on earth, God lives in heaven. 
ll. 36-42 Proper pastimes for a noble man 
ll. 42-49 [Describes God’s creation of earth] 

• God created land and sea 
• Animals multiply 
• God put stars in the sky 

ll. 50-57 The world is full of conflict, and it is the job of man to be on the side of  
  goodness and righteousness. 
ll. 57-60 Only God knows what happens after death, and he will judge everyone. 
ll. 61-63 Only God knows what will happen in the future. 
ll. 63-66 No one living can explain the true glory of God and heaven. 
 

                                                
60 Susan Deskis, “Exploring Text and Discourse in the Old English Gnomic Poems: The Problem of 
Narrative,” The Journal of English and German Philology 104, no. 3 (July 2005): 326-344. 
61 W.G. East, “A Note on ‘Maxims II’,” Neuphilologische Mitteilungen 77, no. 2 (1976): 205. 
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If such an interpretation is accurate, Maxims II is not unlike many of the common themes 

seen in historical prologues, specifically, or in Anglo-Saxon literature, more broadly. It 

was placed between Menologium and the beginning of the annalistic part of the chronicle. 

If the Menologium is supposed to remind readers that the history they are going to read is 

part of a wider Christian history, then Maxims II is illustrating the general traits that 

virtues readers ought to keep an eye out for in the chronicle’s accounting of English 

kings, nobles, and great deeds. Structured as it is, Maxim II’s short, rhyming, alliterative 

verses would provide a unique, but utilitarian mnemonic aid so readers would not forget 

the lessons of the prologue.  

 Though there is no clear antecedent, Maxims II appears structurally similar to 

collections of proverbs such as Cato’s Distychs and the Durham Proverbs (s. xi2/4). 

Cato’s Distychs was a popular textbook (see Chapter 3 above), and the one extant 

manuscript of the Durham Proverbs places it before Ælfric’s Grammar, another popular 

teaching manual.62 The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, too, was a ubiquitous teaching tool in 

medieval English schools, suggesting that Maxims II may be viewed as a pedagogical 

tool. This type of wisdom poetry often brings up broad philosophical ideas for readers to 

contemplate, either before or during the reading of other texts. For example, the 

suggestion that “truth is tricky” (switcolost / switolost) in Maxims II, line 10, would be 

especially significant before reading history, where authors often claim to be truthful but 

admit truth may escape them.63 

                                                
62 Durham Cathedral MS B.III.32. Part of the Proverbs is available digitally at 
http://www.digipal.eu/digipal/manuscripts/742/pages/, acccessed May 3, 2017. For a modern edition, see 
“Durham Proverbs,” tr. Richard Marsden, in The Cambridge Old English Reader (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004), 302-309. 
63 Fred Robinson, “Understanding an Old English Wisdom Verse: Maxims II, line 10ff.,” in The Wisdom of 
Poetry: Essays in Early English Literature in Honor of Morton W. Bloomfield, ed. Larry Benson and 
Siegfried Wenzel (Kalamazoo, MI: Medieval Institute Publications, 1982), 1-12. 
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 Audiences had to be able to read the text in question in order to try and discern 

the truth an author attempted to convey. In England, the literary program of King Alfred 

had spurred a resurgence of vernacular learning. However, in the eleventh century, Latin 

was already the dominant language of historical writing in medieval Europe. As a result, 

important vernacular works were often translated into Latin. This served the dual 

function of preserving important information and, for the Normans in England, allowing 

a colonizing group to assume some of the culture of the colonized by making the text 

their own.64 The Chronicle of Æthelweard (d. c. 998) is essentially a Latin translation of a 

lost version of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.65 Even in the twelfth-century, William of 

Malmesbury (c.1095–c.1143) was aware of this effort, noting in his formal prologue to 

Book I of his The History of the English Kings (Historia regum Anglorum), that 

“Æthelweard, a distinguished figure, who essayed an edition of these Chronicles [the 

Anglo-Saxon Chronicle] in Latin, the less said of him the better; I would approve his 

intention, did I not find his language distasteful.”66 However, others thought highly of 

him, including his contemporary Ælfric (c.955-c.1010), who said in the Latin prologue to 

his Lives of Saints, “Let it not be considered as a fault in me that I turn sacred narrative 

into our own tongue, since the request of many of the faithful shall clear me in this 

matter, particularly that of the governor Æthelweard [and others]…who most highly 

honour[ed] my translations by the perusal of them.”67 The divide is likely due to William 

                                                
64 Rita Copeland, Rhetoric, Hermeneutics, and Translation in the Middle Ages: Academic Traditions and 
Vernacular Texts (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 93. 
65 L. Whitbread, “Aethelweard and the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, “ The English Historical Review 74, no. 
292 (October 1959): 277-289. 
66 William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum: The History of the English Kings, ed. and tr. D.E. 
Greenway, B.F. Harvey, and M. Lapidge (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 15-16. 
67 Ælfric’s Lives of Saints, ed. and tr. Walter Skeat, 2 vol. (London: Early English Text Society, 1881), I.5.  
More recent editions have been made of some of his lives. See e.g., Michael Winterbottom, ed., Three 
Lives of English Saints (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1972); G.I. Needham, ed. 
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of Malmesbury’s training in the classical rhetorical style, which emulates writers like 

Bede, who valued clear, crisp, Latin with clever, traditional turns of phrase. Æthelweard, 

on the other hand, used the hermeneutic style exemplified by writers like Aldhelm, who 

valued complicated grammatical constructions and innovative vocabulary based on 

glossaries. The latter was especially valued by vernacular writers who cross-pollinated 

some vernacular tendencies into Latin grammar.68 

 Æthelweard’s Chronicle is significant historiographically because it is an 

independent source that contains passages close to the original basis of the A version of 

the Anglo Saxon Chronicle. In addition, it is rare in medieval England for a nobleman 

like Æthelweard to write history, especially history in Latin. The Chronicle is in four 

books. Book I covers creation to the ascension of Æthelfrith, King of Bernicia (r.593-

616); Book II to Beorhtric, King of Wessex (r.786-802); Book III to Æthelwulf, King of 

Wessex (r.839-858); and Book IV to Edgar the Peaceful, King of England (r.959-975). 

These divisions are important because each book has its own prologue. Book I contains 

an epistolary prologue addressed to Æthelweard’s cousin Matilda, Abbess of Essen from 

973-1011, and granddaughter of Holy Roman Emperor Otto I. He says he is writing this 

chronicle at her request in order to inform her about “what is known of our common 

family and also about the migration of our nation.”69 The account will be in plain 

                                                                                                                                            
Aelfric’s Lives of Three English Saints (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1976); St Cuthbert: Ælfric's 
Life of the Saint in Old English with Modern English Parallel, ed. and tr. Bill Griffiths (Seaham, UK: 
Anglo-Saxon Books, 1992); Ælfric’s Life of Saint Basil the Great: Background and Content, ed. Gabriella 
Corona (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2006); Ælfric’s Lives of the Virgin Spouses with Modern English 
Parallel-Text Translations, ed. Robert Upchurch (Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 2007). 
68 Æthelweard’s editor Alistair Campbell first signaled this hermeneutic style in his edition. See 
Æthelweard, Chronicon Æthelweard; The Chronicle of Æthelweard, ed. and tr., Alistair Campbell 
(London: Thomas Nelson and Sons, Ltd., 1962), xxxiv-xxxvii, xlv-lx. For a general treatment, see Michael 
Lapidge, “The Hermeneutic Style in Tenth-century Anglo-Latin Literature,” Anglo-Saxon England 4 
(1975): 67-111. 
69 Æthelweard, Chronicon, 5. 
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language, told to the best of his ability. This is followed by a brief family history of 

English royalty, noting which members Matilda is most closely related to, ending with a 

request that Matilda help Æthelweard fill in any gaps and correct any mistakes he made. 

The themes and statements in this prologue are standard for the Middle Ages and agree 

with rhetorical precepts. The subject matter is introduced, the author maintains humility 

even though he claims authority over the text, and reassures the audience that he is 

writing a well-sourced, accessible work, “employing the annalists from the beginning of 

the world, to offer a clear exposition, so that attention may be increased by the gentle 

voice of the reader and the desire of the listener to hear [may grow].”70 The latter 

statement is interesting insofar as it provides some confirmation that annalistic chronicles 

were meant to be read out loud.71 

 The prologues to Book II-IV are drastically different. They are narrative, not 

epistolary, and each is followed by a list of chapters. Book II begins with the 

unintentionally ironic statement that “In embarking upon the theme of this book, there 

will be not be any need to make introductory remarks.”72 He follows this with a brief 

summary of the content from Book I, hoping that it “leave[s] to the wise reader a more 

profound selection from [the facts of] history divine and secular.” He reinforces this by 

stating that even though among the English people there may be bad examples of 

Godliness, wise students will still be able to learn lessons from them. Not only does this 

reinforce an effort to show the utility of English history to the English, but also shows 

familiarity with Bede, and therefore Late Antique, ideas of learning hidden lessons in 

                                                
70 Æthelweard, Chronicon, 5. 
71 See e.g. Paul Saenger, Space Between Words: The Birth of Silent Reading (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 1997), esp. 83-99, 183-201. 
72 Æthelweard, Chronicon, II.1. 
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otherwise banal texts. The prologue to Book III opens with the statement that “it is our 

task to cull from the pages of previous writers” in order that his work “not be counted by 

you as a weariness for length of reading.”73 This is the only statement in Book III’s 

prologue other than another platitude directed to Matilda, and Æthelweard holds true to 

his promise, as Book III is indeed the shortest book in Campbell’s edition, comprising 

only eight pages in four chapters.74 The prologue to Book IV cautions Matilda that 

though Book IV may seem too long, it is also the most important because the history it 

covers is most recent, and thus most relevant for practical (as opposed to sacred) lessons 

and provides no further statements of interest.75 Despite his unconventional grammar and 

vocabulary, Æthelweard’s prologue’s structures and themes are all rather standard. 

Finally, Æthelweard’s prologues suggest that prologues were similar for lay and clerical 

historians. 

 The last history of interest before the conquest is the Encomium Emmae Reginae, 

a historical political treatise praising Queen Emma (c.986-1052), who was married first to 

Æthelred the Unready, King of the English (r.1002-1015) and then to Cnut (r.1017-1035) 

after his conquest of England. Its author is unknown, except that he was a monk at St. 

Omer or St. Bertin.76 The author was classically trained, or was at least familiar with a 

wide range of classical literature including Ovid, Horace, Virgil, and Caesar.77 In the 

prologue, he makes use of ancient images in a sycophantic manner that recalls Anselm of 

                                                
73 Æthelweard, Chronicon, III.1. 
74 Book I is 14 pages; Book II is 11 pages with 20 chapters; Book IV is 20 pages with 9 chapters. 
75 Æthelweard, Chronicon, IV.1. 
76 Alistair Campbell, ed. and tr., Encomium Emmae Reginae, Camden, 3rd Series, LXXII (London: Royal 
Historical Society, 1949), II.20-21. 
77 In Encomium, xxix-xxxiv, Campbell has meticulously noted these instances. 
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Besate, comparing Cnut to a second Aeneas.78 The use of familiar contemporary 

exemplars allowed less-literate lay audiences to understand some of the core concepts of 

classical literature and learning without having experienced a  liberal arts education.79 

 The text contains an epistolary prologue, followed by a formal prologue that he 

calls an argument (argumentum). He addresses the former to Emma, the latter directly to 

the audience. In the epistolary prologue, he provides the requisite salutations and 

greetings, similar to those given by Æthelweard to Matilda. However, except for the 

earlier reference to Bede, it is only with the Encomium that he offers a clear statement of 

historiographic purpose: 

 I long to transmit to posterity through my literary work a record of deeds…but I 
 am in doubt concerning my adequacy for doing this. This quality, indeed, is 
 required in history, that one should not deviate from the straight path of truth by 
 any divergent straying, for when in writing the deeds of any one man one inserts a 
 fictitious element, either in error, or…for the sake of ornament, the hearer surely 
 regards facts as fictions, when he has ascertained the introduction of so much as 
 one lie.80 
 
The expected rhetorical themes of humility and truth-telling are present, but he has added 

the obligation of a historical author to communicate truth as best he can in order to 

prevent audience members from learning incorrect lessons that might have eternal 

consequences. To this point Christian histories have promoted the divine benefits to be 

learned from the lessons of the past, but it is not until the eleventh century that English 

historical writers begin assuming personal responsibility for it. Such responsibility could 

be the result of the push for monastic and clerical reform in the late tenth and early 

                                                
78 Elizabeth Tyler, “’The Eyes of the Beholders were Dazzled’: Treasure and Artifice in Encomium Emmae 
Reginae,” Early Medieval Europe 8 (1999): 257-269. 
79 For classical learning, see Gabriele Knappe, “Manuscript Evidence of the Teaching of the Language Arts 
in Late Anglo-Saxon and Early Norman England, with Particular Regard to the Role of the Classics,” in 
The Classics in the Medieval and Renaissance Classroom, ed. J.F. Ruys, J.O. Ward, and M. Heyworth 
(Turnhout: Brepols, 2013), 23-40; 
80 Campbell, Encomium, 5. 
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eleventh centuries by figures like St. Dunstan, King Edgar, and Æthelwold.81 The past, in 

particular, was where late Anglo-Saxon religious leaders looked for the foundations of 

their reforms.82 Accurately presenting these figures was not just an obligation to record 

the past, but also to make people in the future better Christians. 

 The same danger that exists in historical inaccuracy is present in historical 

exaggeration. A historian must say enough to convey truth, but not speak so much that 

the truth drowns in a flood of words. It is a difficult balance to maintain. The author 

laments, “And so, hedged in by such difficulty…I adopt a prolix method of narration 

when addressing myself to writing history…I prefer, accordingly, to be blamed by some 

for loquacity, than that the truth of so very memorable a story should be hidden from all 

through me.”83 In other words, if he speaks too much on a subject, the truth is still within 

the text, even if buried. However, if he chooses not to include an item because he would 

speak too much on it, then its truth is lost forever. The former is bad because brevity is 

valued in conveying ideas, but the latter is worse because that truth must be rediscovered 

or be lost forever.84 The “argument” following the prologue claims that the Encomium 

does not fall into this error because “wherever you draw a circle, first of all you certainly 

establish a point to be the beginning, and so the circle is made to return by continuously 

wheeling its orb, and by this return the circumference of the circle is made to connect 

                                                
81 Simon Keynes, "Edgar Rex Admirabili,” in Edgar, King of the English 959–975, ed. Donald Scragg 
(Woodbridge, UK: The Boydell Press, 2008), 3-5. 
82 Antonia Gransden, Legends, Traditions and History in Medieval England (London: Hambledon Press, 
1992), 31-35. 
83 Campbell, Encomium, 5. 
84 Valérie Fasseur, “Carpe diem. Le temps dans le récit bref,” in Les genres littéraires en question au 
Moyen Âge, ed. Danièle James-Raoul (Pessac: Presses universitaires de Bordeaux, 2011), 119-131. 
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itself to its own beginning.”85 Through this reasoning, although Emma is not present at all 

of the events he covers, he still conveys her character and historical relevance. This is not 

narrative folly or over-description because “the course of this book is devoted entirely to 

the praise of Queen Emma.”86 Then Book I begins by discussing Sweyn Forkbeard 

(r.986-1014), the King of Denmark and Norway, father of Cnut who successfully invaded 

England in 1013. 

 From his prologue and argument (argumentum), the author is concerned with 

truthful history, concise writing, and fulfilling his stated purpose. These are standard in 

the institutional histories examined thus far in this chapter, but it is interesting to see 

similar methods asserted in a more focused account. Bede and the Anglo-Saxon 

Chronicle were deliberately written to create or reinforce identity. Their scope was wide 

and their narrative coverage far-reaching, but the Encomium author purports to focus 

exclusively on Emma, though his scope goes well beyond her and even well beyond 

England. When compared to an ostensibly similar work such as Asser’s Life of King 

Alfred, it is obvious that the Encomium is more of an institutional history than a 

biographical account of Emma and her family. It is more like Æthelweard’s letter to his 

cousin Matilda that states he will be talking not only about “our family” but also “our 

nation.” The difference is Æthelweard proclaims that his scope will be broad. The author 

of the Encomium claims seven times in his three pages of introductory material that he 

will focus on Emma.87 Rhetorically, it is clear he is concerned with audiences 

misinterpreting the intention of his work and that he is aware that such a misinterpretation 

                                                
85 Campbell, Encomium, 7. A similar description can be found in Boethius’ De Institutione Arithmetica, 
II.30. See Boethius, Boethian Number Theory:A Translation of De institutione arithmetica, tr. Michael 
Masi (New York: Rodopi, 2006). 
86 Campbell, Encomium, 9. 
87 Campbell, Encomium, 5-7. 
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is reasonably possible. His assertion of objectivity and narrow scope belies his consistent 

narrative praise of the new Danish rulers of England. Works like the Encomium served to 

maintain a sense of English-ness through praise of Emma while seeking to legitimize the 

new ruling regime.88 These concerns will become even more prominent in Anglo-

Norman England as a non-English, ruling elite seeks to ingrain itself into English society 

to facilitate control and gain acceptance into the English community. Anglo-Norman 

rulers sponsored works that presented them and their lineage with English connection, 

while local communities sought to reinforce their own communities against the Normans 

by rediscovering their origins. 

 
 
Monastic Chronicles & Local History 
 
 The Encyclopedia of the Medieval Chronicle, including annals, lists more than 

fifty English monastic histories. These usually survey the history of a monastery and of 

its surrounding locale. They also typically noted significant events that happened further 

afield, such as the death of a king or pope, supernatural weather phenomena, major 

military engagements, and fights over doctrine. At the same time, a monastic history can 

emphasize the centrality of its community’s patron saint, whose protection reinforces 

community bonds that may date back to the post-Roman period.89 During the often-

tumultuous political circumstances of Late Antiquity and the early Middle Ages, isolated 

communities latched on to semi-legendary figures to reinforce their respective customs 

                                                
88 Elizabeth Tyler, “Talking about History in Eleventh-Century England: The Encomium Emmae Reginae 
and the Court of Harthacnut,” Early Medieval Europe 13, no. 4 (November 2005): 359-362, 381-383. 
89 However, there were some saints who were used primarily for propagandistic purposes. See Owain 
Edward, “Welsh Saints’ Lives as Legendary Propaganda,” Oral Tradition 23, no. 1 (March 2008): 148-158. 
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and traditions.90 Shrines, in particular, assumed many of the same qualities as pre-

Christian holy places, even though the Church officially condemned magic.91 Indeed, 

Gregory the Great contends the Church should try to use old customs for the benefit of 

Christianity. In a letter to his English mission, written around 600, he states that pagan 

idols should be destroyed, that “blessed water be prepared, and sprinkled in these 

temples, and altars constructed, and relics deposited, since, if these same temples are well 

built, it is needful that they should be transferred from the worship of idols to the service 

of the true God.”92  

 The prologues to these histories, then, are not simply introductions to a particular 

text but also introductions to community values, traditions, and boundaries. They 

preserve memories, both specific and general, that can connect to local or regional 

audiences by means of patron saints as well as by general statements of Christian 

memorialization. These types of works are sometimes interpreted as reactions to political 

upheavals, such as the so-called “Anti-Monastic Reaction,” in which William of 

Malmesbury deplores the way secular canons and nobles alike were trying to take land 

from benefactions that Benedictines had received from King Edgar (r.959-975).93 

Institutional histories, then, often compiled from older documents, could substitute prior 

                                                
90 Charles Freeman, Holy Bones, Holy Dust: How Relics Shaped the History of Medieval Europe (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2011), 48-50. 
91 Valerie Flint, The Rise of Magic in Early Medieval Europe (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991), 
254-272, 393-398; Peter Brown, The Cult of the Saints: Its Rise and Function in Latin Christianity, 2nd ed. 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015), 7-11. 
92 Gregory the Great, “Selected Epistles of Gregory the Great,” in NPNF 2.13, XI.76. 
93 Defined by D.J.V. Fisher, “The Anti-Monastic Reaction in the Reign of Edward the Martyr,” The 
Cambridge History Journal 10 (1952): 254-270. See also Shashi Jayakumar, “Reform and Retribution: 
‘The Anti-Monastic Reaction’ in the Reign of Edward the Martyr,” in Early Medieval Studies in Memory of 
Patrick Wormald, ed. Stephen Baxter (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2009), 337-352; Andrew Rabin, “Holy 
Bodies, Legal Matters: Reaction and Reform in Ælfric’s Eugenia and the Ely Privelege,” Studies in 
Philology 110, no. 2 (Spring 2013): 220-265. William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum, ed. and tr. 
R.A.B. Mynors, R.M. Thompson, M. Winterbottom, 2 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2003, 2006), I.263-
265. 
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claims, protect against future ones, and record alliances and agreements.94 Patron saints 

and their cults could be employed to oppose or defend changes in the community.95 

 The abbey at Ely protected its community in the twelfth century with the Liber 

Eliensis, a history of the abbey and its surrounding area, which emphasizes the saints of 

the abbey, its leaders, and important national events. Multiple saints’ lives in the text 

contribute to a collective narrative about the society and its surrounding culture.96 They 

are “signifying devices which provide the communicative context through which social 

worlds are imagined, invented, and changed.”97 A vita can be reinterpreted to either 

manipulate or reinforce a particular set of cultural values. Anna, king of East Anglia 

(c.636-c.654), is credited in Liber Eliensis with spreading Christianity throughout Anglo-

Saxon England, particularly by means of his five holy daughters. The Anglo-Saxon 

Chronicle records that one of them, Æthelthryth (aka Æthelreda), founded the abbey at 

Ely in 673 CE. Bede, in his Ecclesiastical History IV.19-20, records her life in prose and 

her virtues in verse; so does Ælfric in his Lives of Saints; and in the entire first book in 

Liber Eliensis, Æthelthryth dominates.98 Bede had proclaimed her as an exemplar of the 

virginal attributes of Mary and a symbol for the Anglo-Saxon Christian community.99 He 

was less interested in specific situations at Ely than in the success of Christianity in 

                                                
94 Leah Shopkow, History and Community: Norman Historical Writing in the Eleventh and Twelfth 
Centuries (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1997), 10-12, 58-60. 
95 Paul Anthony Hayward, “Saints and Cults,” in A Social History of England, 900-1200, ed. J. Crick and 
E. van Houts (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 307-320. 
96 Virginia Blanton, “King Anna’s Daughters: Genealogical Narrative and Cult Formation in ‘Liber 
Eliensis’,” Historical Reflections 30, no. 1 (Spring 2009): 127-128. 
97 Sarah Beckwith, Christ’s Body: Identity, Culture, and Society in Late Medieval Writing (New York: 
Routledge, 1992), 2. 
98 For a full account of Æthelthryth’s vitae, see Virginia Blanton, Signs of Devotion: The Cult of St. 
Æthelthryth in Medieval England, 695–1615 (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 
2007). For a comprehensive analysis of Bede’s verse on Æthelthryth see Stephen Harris, Bede and 
Aethelthryth: An Introduction to Christian Latin Poetics (Morgantown, WV: West Virginia University 
Press, 2016). 
99 Blanton, Signs of Devotion, 19-64, esp. 25-27. 
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England, and he stresses her chastity during marriage and her uncorrupted body after 

death. From a Christian perspective, even though Æthelthryth/England was assailed and 

attacked, she/it remained strong through faith in God.100 

 In Liber Eliensis, however, even though Æthelthryth’s spiritual role remains the 

same, her earthly role is more focused. She was the gatekeeper: members of the 

community “would not admit anyone into their company unless they previously pledged 

their loyalty by swearing an oath upon the corpse of the most holy virgin Æthelthryth.”101 

After the prefatory material, the Liber affirms that Ely has always been free from “all” 

oversight and control.102 Æthelthryth’s material presence in her tomb guaranteed 

monastic liberties, just as the amalgamation of charters, letters, miracles, and saints’ lives 

increased textual legitimacy.103 Both are equally important. The book itself becomes an 

object of devotion.104 Indeed, Ely was a remarkable religious community in pre-Conquest 

England because of its great textual tradition that allowed Æthelthryth to develop a cult 

that expanded beyond Ely.105 

 The Liber Eliensis starts with three separate prologues. The first is 

methodological, which explains the author’s argument and purpose for writing. The 

second introduces the geography, natural resources, customs, and basic origins of the 

monastery. The third introduces the actual vita of Æthelthryth. All of the expected themes 
                                                
100 Shari Horner, “Reading the Bodies of Ælfric’s Female Saints,” in Violence against Women in Medieval 
Texts, ed. Anna Roberts (Gainesville, FL: University of Florida Press, 1998), 22-24. 
101 Janet Fairweather, ed. and tr. Liber Eliensis: A History of the Isle of Ely from the Seventh Century to the 
Twelfth (Woodbridge, UK: Boydell, 2005), 207; Blake, Liber Eliensis, 229; Blanton, “Tota integra, tota 
incorrupta: The Shrine of St. Æthelthryth as Symbol of Monastic Autonomy,” in The Journal of Medieval 
and Early Modern Studies 32, no. 2 (2002): 158. 
102 Blake, Liber Eliensis, 4. 
103 Jennifer Paxton, “Monks and Bishops: The Purpose of the Liber Eliensis,” The Haskins Society Journal 
11 (1998): 17-18; Lynn Thorndike, “The Problem of the Composite Manuscript,” in Miscellanea Giovanni 
Mercati, vol. 6 (Vatican: Biblioteca Aspostolica Vaticanae, 1946), 93-106.  
104 Paxton, “Monks and Bishops,” 29. 
105 Simon Keynes, “Ely Abbey, 672-1109,” in A History of Ely Cathedral, ed. Peter Meadows and Nigel 
Ramsay (Woodbridge, UK: The Boydell Press, 2003), 3-58. 
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are addressed, recalling at the end of the first prologue Vergil’s call for aid in the opening 

lines to the Aeneid: “I will attempt a beginning by invoking God, who is everyone’s 

collaborator.”106 The geographical citations in the second prologue parallel those found in 

Bede’s prologue, while his etymology of Ely follows the advice Isidore offers in 

Etymologies, itself based on older Greek practices, that “when you have seen whence a 

word has originated, you understand its force more quickly.”107 The Liber Eliensis says 

“Ely” takes its names from the Old English “Elge” for the abundance of eels in the 

region. However, “It is now called ‘Ely,’ the name being changed by way of 

improvement, the implication being that it is a house worthy of God, whose name it 

worthily bears.”108 The author is equating the Latin ‘Ely’ with Biblical ‘Eli’ when Christ 

cries out to God on the cross.109 Such a pedigree not only suggests the inherent holiness 

of Ely’s location but also its community’s willingness to suffer for its people.  

 The prologue establishes the principles and boundaries of the text’s role as a 

cultural object, an especially important feature as medieval manuscripts and codices 

became increasingly miscellaneous beginning in the mid-eleventh century.110 For 

example, British Library, Harley MS 1005, sometimes called Liber Albus (lit. “White 

Book”) contains the only complete version of Jocelin of Brakelond’s late twelfth-century 

chronicle of Bury St. Edmund’s. William Dugdale modestly calls this a “thick volume” 

                                                
106 Fairweather, Liber Eliensis, 2. 
107 Isidore of Seville, Etymologies, I.xxix.2, p. 11. 
108 Fairweather, Liber Eliensis, 3. 
109 Matthew 27:46, “et circa horam nonam clamavit Iesus voce magna dicens Heli Heli lema sabacthani 
hoc est Deus meus Deus meus ut quid dereliquisti me”; Mark 15:34, “et hora nona exclamavit Iesus voce 
magna dicens Heloi Heloi lama sabacthani quod est interpretatum Deus meus Deus meus ut quid 
dereliquisti me.” 
110 Michael Johnston and Michael van Dussen, “Introduction: Manuscripts and Cultural History,” in The 
Medieval Manuscript Book: Cultural Approaches, ed. Johnston and van Dussen (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2015), 4-6. 
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containing nearly 150 items and over sixty charters.111 It is a cartulary chronicle, inserted 

within a larger cartulary assembled during the thirteenth century, probably used to 

contextualize legal precedents for the rights and privileges of the institution.112  Jocelin 

writes conventional history, mixed with some aspects of hagiography such as his focus on 

holy figures like abbot Samson and St. Edmund.113 Like the Liber Eliensis, Jocelin makes 

sure to invoke the uncorrupted and whole body of the monastery’s patron saint, who is 

guarded by the sword and shield of the angel Michael, which Edmund in turn uses to 

defend the monastery.114 The brief prologue of the chronicle, making a similar memorial 

point to the Liber Eliensis, proposes “describing the bad deed as well as the good, to 

provide both warning and example.”115  

 Further explanation may not have been necessary with the various lives of St. 

Edmund that the monastery was producing, such as the one by Herman the Archdeacon 

written in the late eleventh century which uses memoria (or one of its derivatives) eleven 

times in its prologues.116 In addition, both are full of classical citations – Horace, Virgil, 

Ovid, Terence, Cicero, Cato the Elder, Seneca, Plautus, Lucan.117 These works were to 

help “to remember what’s most worthy” (memorari quaeque dignissima) in the deeds 

recorded to prevent important deeds from being “closed up in silence, shut up in the 

                                                
111 William Dugdale, Monasticon Anglicanum: A New Edition, ed. J. Caley, H. Ellis, B. Bandinel, vol. 3 
(London: James Bohn, 1846), 122. 
112 Bernadette Williams, “Cartulary Chronicles and Legal Texts,” in The Encyclopedia of the Medieval 
Chronicle, I.256-258. 
113 Antonia Gransden, Historical Writing in England I: c.550 to c.1307 (New York: Routledge, 1974), 381. 
114 Jocelin of Brakelond, Chronicle, 98-102. 
115 Jocelin of Brakelond, Chronicle, 3. 
116 Herman the Archdeacon, Hermanni Archidiaconi Liber de Miraculis Sancti Eadmundi, RS 96, 26-27. 
117 Herman the Archdeacon, Miracles of St. Edmund and Jocelin of Brakelond, Chronica, RS 96, I.35, 45, 
47, 49, 59, 60, 66, 68, 82, 221, 222, 239, 242, 291, 298-299, 217, 322, 327, 329, 330, 334. 
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Stygian prison” (silentio claudentur perpetuali, carcere clausi stigiali.”118 The texts were 

more than memorialization, they were learned texts showcasing the literate communities 

that produced them. 

 An odd-mention of myrrh distillers (myrrham distillantium) may deserve special 

notice. The author of Liber Eliensis states “If by any chance someone ventures to 

reproach this little work, we pray that he may place upon it the hands of myrrh-distillers 

and grant it acceptance as the work of a poet, so that, if he sets it forth for future 

generations, it may be preserved for their remembrance.”119 E.O. Blake and Janet 

Fairweather note similar biblical passages (Song of Sol. 5:5, 5:13), but Fairweather 

admits that the ultimate origins are unknown, postulating that it may have something to 

do with the medicinal or aromatic properties commonly associated with myrrh in the 

Middle Ages. A possible solution involves the memory of Christ’s suffering. Gregory the 

Great notes in one of his homilies on the Gospels that myrrh represents Christ’s 

mortality.120 Honorius of Autun (aka Augustodunensis, c.1080-c.1156) explains further in 

his commentary on the Song of Solomon that Mary clutched myrrh to her chest outside 

the tomb in imitation of Christ’s mortification, serving as a reminder of the way to 

salvation.121 In addition, myrrh was placed within a strongbox (thesaurus) when the wise 

men delivered gifts to Christ, the same word Augustine uses in Confessions to visualize 

storage for his memory.122 Myrrh thus acted as a vehicle that aided in the contemplation 

and memory of the crucifixion. Remembering aids the salvational journey, as Alan of 
                                                
118 Herman the Archdeacon, Liber de Miraculis, 27. The citation is from Horace, Odes and Epodes, II.20.6-
7, ed. and tr. Niall Rudd (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004). 
119 Janet Fairweather, tr., Liber Eliensis, 1. 
120 Gregory the Great, Homilae in Evangelia, PL 76, 1112D. 
121 Honorius Augustodunensis, Expositio in cantica canticorum, PL 172, 436. 
122 Augustine, Confessions, X.8: “Apertis thesauris suis obtulerunt ei munera aurum tus et murram.” See 
also Matthew 2:11; Mary Carruthers, The Book of Memory: A Study of Memory in Medieval Culture 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 38-42. 
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Lille clarifies in his Distinctions under his entry for myrrh (which includes myrrh 

distillers), that “through good works, I [God] destroy vice.”123 The practical ways by 

which myrrh aids this process suggests a similar type of signification to the multi-leveled 

reading given by Cassiodorus and others above in which proper intellectual activity 

involves more than sight alone.124 Rupert of Deutz (c.1075-1080), a German Benedictine 

theologian, notes in his commentary on the Song of Solomon that myrrh is part of a 

larger Eucharistic rite wherein the pungent odor and bitter taste of myrrh is supposed to 

create a more vivid memorial connection with experience of Christ’s pain and suffering 

on the cross.125 

 These potential connections make the passage from Liber Eliensis much more 

influential on the general themes presented in the prologue. On the surface, it is an 

extension of the humility topos, that the author’s skills are inadequate and his writing is 

inevitably full of errors. However, the mention of myrrh and poetry suggests that even if 

his facts are not quite right, readers may still be able to properly contemplate the divine 

just as myrrh helps people contemplate the crucifixion. John Scotus Eriugena (c.815-

c.877) states fiction is sometimes necessary in explaining theological ideas.126 Both 

history and literature can lay claim to truth, and Augustine had long established there was 

divine knowledge to be gained through both literal and figurative language. The author of 

Liber Eliensis is asking his audience to place his narrative onto the side where it is most 

                                                
123 Alan of Lille, Liber in Distinctiones Dictonum Theologicalium, PL 210, 868-869: “id est per bona opera 
destruxi vitia,”  
124 Cassiodorus, An Introduction, 145. 
125 Rupert of Deutz, Commentaria in Canticum Canticorum de Incarnatione Domini, CCCM 26 (Turnhout: 
Brepols, 1974), 95, 98-99, 102; Fulton, “The Flavor of God in the Monastic West,” 185-186, 200. 
126 John Scotus, Expositiones super Ierarchiam Caelestem S. Dionysii, PL 122, 146B-C: “Quemamodum ars 
poetica per fictas fabulas allegoricasque similitudines moralem doctrinam seu physicam componit ad 
humanorum animorum exercitationem, hoc enim proprium est heroicorum poetarum, qui virorum fortium 
facta et mores figurate laudant: ita theologica veluti quaedam poetria sanctam Scripturam fictis 
imaginationibus ad consultum nostri animi et reductionem corporalibus sensibus exterioribus.” 
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appropriate, ever maintaining his initial assertion to offer a foundational history of his 

community. Furthermore, the prologue is then not just a textual introduction, but a 

prompting to begin proper memorial contemplation of the divine. In other words, 

according to the author, “my object being that matters which deserve to be made the 

subject of preaching (predicandi) should not be left unwritten as if unknown, or wasted 

away and effaced by old age.”127 There is thus a real and important connection between 

history, hagiography, and preaching for historical authors to provide pastoral care to their 

audience by text if not by teaching directly. 

  

Secular Biographies 
 
 Biographers in the Middle Ages had any number of motivations for writing 

including entertainment, veneration, commemoration, commission, and memorialization. 

Biographies appear in three major forms: saints’ lives, secular biography, and 

autobiography.128 They are sometimes hard to distinguish from other histories which also 

tend to focus on the remarkable deeds of remarkable people.129 The vast majority of 

biographical writing in the Middle Ages was hagiographical, but secular biographies 

gained popularity starting in the twelfth century, as did vernacular histories and courtly 

romances.  

 Biographies almost always contain a prologue, and Michael Goodich 

conveniently lays out six topoi typically found there: a dedication to a patron who 

prompted the project; some reference to the author’s relationship with the subject; 

                                                
127 Fairweather, Liber Eliensis, 1. 
128 Michael Goodich, “Biography 1000-1350,” in Historiography in the Middle Ages, ed. Deborah 
Deliyannis (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 353. 
129 Coleman, Ancient and Medieval Memories, 299. 
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citations of biblical, classical, and hagiographic precedents that either influenced or 

served as a model for the text; a statement of humility and/or inadequacy; a summary of 

contents; and if the work is a hagiography, the role the saint in question plays in the quest 

for salvation.130 All of these have been shown to appear in other types of historical 

writing. The most unique contribution of biographical prologues is the second one. 

Members of a community who had a personal and vested interest in preserving that 

community focus on important figures in their institutional history. Biographies 

emphasize the effects that human actions had in a particular community. Authors who 

personally knew their subjects wrote biographies. The narrative theme in these works is 

the effect that a particular person had on other people and locations. In addition, while 

other types of histories, including hagiography, might be written centuries after the 

subject matter, secular biographies tended to be produced within a generation of the 

subject’s death. 131 All of these, of course, contributed to understanding the divine through 

human events. 

 Personal connections between author and subject can make biographies an 

especially valuable historical resource, at least according to their authors. Adam of 

Eynsham (fl. 13th cent.) served as chaplain to Hugh, bishop of Lincoln (c.1140-1200) for 

the last three years of the bishop’s life. Some monks at Winchester probably asked Adam 

to write, though he addresses his epistolary prologue to Robert of Careford, a monk at 

Witham.132 Adam’s biography of Hugh is one of the most extensive to survive from the 

                                                
130 Goodich, “Biography,” 355. 
131 Ralph Griffiths, “Royal and Secular Biography,” in Understanding Medieval Primary Sources: Using 
Historical Sources to Discover Medieval Europe, ed. Joel Rosenthal (New York: Routledge, 2012), 9. 
132 Adam of Eynsham, The Life of St. Hugh of Lincoln, ed. D.L. Douie and H. Farmer, 2 vol. (London: 
Thomas Nelson and Sons, Ltd., 1961-1962), I.1; David Knowles, The Monastic Order in England: A 
History of its Development from the times of St. Dunstan to the Fourth Lateran Council, 940-1216, 2nd 
edition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1963), 379-381.  
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Middle Ages.133 It contains five books: the first three address the expected hagiographical 

themes; the last two present Hugh’s life as a secular biography, emphasizing his chivalric 

virtues. Adam notes in the prologue to Book II that while he “purposefully omitted much 

valuable material…[because] more competent scholars than myself have already set it 

down in writing…I have thus decided to confirm myself to dealing in order with matters 

about which they have not...given sufficient information.”134 That is, as he continues to 

emphasize in the prologue to Book V, “I have decided to include in it nothing but what I 

myself witnessed, or what he himself related to me shortly after the event.”135 Adam’s 

personal relationship with Hugh enables him not only to provide an important and 

otherwise unavailable record of the past, but also offers special insight into Hugh’s 

character because the pair interacted closely. Finally, such a statement in the prologue 

would make an audience particularly benevolent because there was no better source in 

the Middle Ages than a first-hand account.136 

 One of the most popular types of first-hand accounts in the high and late Middle 

Ages was the crusade chronicle. Generally, most display the themes such as the triumph 

of Christians over Muslim infidels through personal deeds of heroism (and/or piety) by 

great men, such as the well-known accounts of Jean de Joinville and Geoffrey de 

Villehardouin.137 Of course, particularly remarkable figures received texts dedicated to 

their deeds, and Richard of Devizes (fl. late 12th cent.) wrote an unusual crusade 

                                                
133 The best manuscript of Adam’s biography of Hugh is Oxford, Bodleian Library, Digby MS 165. Douie 
and Farmer, Life of St. Hugh, xlix. 
134 Adam of Eynsham, Life of St. Hugh, I.45-46. 
135 Adam of Eynsham, Life of St. Hugh, II.74. 
136 Jay Rubenstein, “Biography and Autobiography in the Middle Ages,” in Writing Medieval History, ed. 
Partner, 23. 
137 Jean de Joinville, and Villehardouin, Joinville and Villehardouin: Chronicles of the Crusades, tr. 
Margaret Shaw (New York: Penguin, 1963). 
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chronicle not derived from anywhere else.138 It covers 1189 to 1192, focusing heavily on 

the actions surrounding King Richard I and his court, but noting other events in England 

that affected the administration of the kingdom and the king’s planned crusade. Richard 

is opinionated, to say the least, making his account of the king particularly valuable as a 

contemporary source. Each of the two extant manuscripts is preceded by annals derived 

largely from Geoffrey of Monmouth, that stretch from the early kings of Britain up to 

contemporary events.139 Richard opens with an epistolary prologue, states the expected 

themes, and ends on a statement either of inadequacy or of frustration, similar to that of 

the anonymous twelfth-century biography of Edward the Confessor, whose prologue 

states that “because I could not hope to unravel the whole story, I have undertaken only 

the latter part of it.”140   

 The same is true for another of Richard I’s historians, the anonymous author of 

the Itinerarium Peregrinorum et Gesta Regis Ricardi.141 It is a chronicle of Richard on 

Crusade, probably written by someone who accompanied him.142 It survives in a 

questionable state of completeness, in four different versions, and the English translations 

probably are based on a revised edition by Richard de Templo from around 1220.143 Still, 

                                                
138 Richard of Devizes, The Chronicle of Richard of Devizes of the Time of Richard the First, ed. and tr. 
John Appleby (London: Thomas Nelson and Sons, Ltd., 1963), xiv. 
139 Cambridge, Corpus Christi College MS 338, ff.25r-43v, BL, Cotton Domitian A.xiii, ff.70r-87r. 
Appleby, Richard of Devizes, xxiv. 
140 Richard of Devizes, Chronicle, 2-3. 
141 There are two modern translations, both based on text Stubbs used in RS 38.I. The 1848 translation 
misattributes the text to Geoffrey of Vinsauf. Richard de Templo, “Geoffrey de Vinsauf’s Chronicle of 
Richard the First’s Crusade,” in  Chronicles of the Crusades, being Contemporary Narrative of the Crusade 
of Richard Couer de Lion, by Richard of Devizes and Gefforey de Vinsauf; and of the Crusade of Saint 
Louis, by Lord John de Joinville (London: Henry Bohn, 1848); Chronicle of the Third Crusade: A 
Translation of the Itinierarium Peregrinorum et Gesta Regis Ricardi, ed. and tr. Helen Nicholson 
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 1997). 
142 Nicholson, 9. 
143 Hans Meyer has edited an earlier version and described the other versions and their associated 
manuscript traditions, Das Itinerarium Peregrinorum Eine zeitgenössische englische Chronik zum dritten 
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the prologue remained consistent, and the Itinerarium makes sure to note that recording 

the deeds of Richard on Crusade is part of a long tradition dating to the Greeks who 

“were wise enough to use the pen as a remedy against oblivion.”144 He links this tradition 

with the Romans, then the Christians, concluding “if truth-conscious Antiquity had not 

left us histories to read no one would be inspired to imitate [their] deeds.”145 He cites 

eyewitness testimony as the most reliable, but interestingly hints at the dangers of 

personal involvement by claiming, “we wrote this while we were in the military camp, 

where the battle’s roar does not allow leisure for peaceful thought.”146 This offers the 

audience a legitimizing statement about an author who not only preserves the great deeds 

of a crusading king, but participated in them himself. Thus the inevitably exaggerated 

deeds of the king maintain serious credibility even to a highly educated audience. 

 Yet biographies that contained more fiction that non fiction in the “fluid genre 

landscape” of the Middle Ages still served practical purposes such as enhancing 

reputation or providing legal precedent (i.e. forgeries).147 Hereward the Wake was a rebel 

leader who returned from exile after William I conquered England. He is famous for the 

Gesta Herewardi, a medieval romance recording his deeds and exploits as he attempted 

to thwart the efforts of the new Norman king to throw out everything English and to 

avenge the death of his brother who was killed during the Conquest. Hereward was a real 

person. The Domesday Book records him as a small land-holder in southern Lincolnshire. 

The chronicles of Hugh Candidus, Geoffrei Gaimar, and the Peterborough Version of the 
                                                                                                                                            
Kreuzzug in ursprünglicher Gestalt, Schriften der Monumenta Germaniae Historica, vol. 18 (Stuttgart : 
Hiersemann, 1962), 1-44. 
144 For example, compare Itinerarium peregrinorum et gesta regis Ricardi, RS 38.I, p.3-4 and Ex Ricardi 
Londiniensis itinerario Peregrinorum, MGH, SS, 27, p.195-196; Richard de Templo, Itinerary, 67. 
145 Nicholson, Chronicle, 21. 
146 Nicholson, Chronicle, 22. 
147 Monika Otter, “Functions of Fiction in Historical Writing,” in Writing Medieval History (London: 
Hodder Arnold, 2005), 121. 
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Anglo-Saxon Chronicle all record him in various tenancy disputes and other legal 

proceedings.148 The Gesta Herewardi survives in only one manuscript, Peterborough 

Cathedral MS I., ff.320-339 (now held at Cambridge University Library), and the author 

includes an epistolary prologue before the work. 

 Most medieval historians who cite their sources or influences, do so simply. Good 

sources are authoritative enough to avoid extensive explanation – Bede needed no further 

description than Venerable. The author of Gesta Herewardi, however, parallels the 

description in the prologue of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History of the King’s of Britain, 

written around 1136. He starts, “I had heard somewhere that a short account had been 

written about him [Hereward] in England…I took care to enquire in many places, yet 

found nothing complete – only a few loose pages, partly rotten with damp and 

decayed.”149 Leofric of Bourne (fl 1070), whom the author claims was Hereward’s 

chaplain, conveniently had a penchant for collecting and recording interesting events and 

stories, and he allegedly saved the project by providing the author, “the early 

achievements of the most famous outlaw Hereward, written down in English.” The author 

labels Leofric “well-remembered” (memorati), but this is one of only a handful of extant 

references. Still, the author was only able to decipher a few details. Later, his assistants 

searched in vain for a large book that was supposed to contain detailed accounts of 

Hereward’s exploits, but “they found nothing of what was promised.” At this point, 

                                                
148 W.T. Mellows, ed., The Chonicle of Hugh Candidus (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1949), 79; 
Geoffrei Gaimar, Estoire des Engleis: History of the English, ed. and tr. Ian Short (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2009), 303-307; Michael Swanton, The Anglo-Saxon Chronicles, revised ed. (London: 
Phoenix, 2000), 208. For a full listing of sources, see the excellent notes in Elisabeth van Houts, “Hereward 
and Flanders,” in Anglo-Saxon England, ed. Michael Lapidge, vol. 28 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1999), 201-202, n.1-5. A fuller biography has been attempted by Peter Rex, Hereward: The Last 
Englishman (Stroud, UK: Tempus, 2007) and Hereward (Stroud, UK: Amberley Publishing, 2013). 
149 Michael Swanton, “The Deeds of Hereward,” in Medieval Outlaws: Twelve Tales in Modern English 
Translation, ed. Thomas Ohlgren (West Lafayette, IN: Parlor Press, 2005), 39. 
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Geoffrey of Monmouth made a miraculous breakthrough and translated that book for the 

benefit of his readers. The author of Gesta Herewardi, however, did his due diligence 

and, “heard from our own people and from some of those who were familiar with him 

[Hereward] from the beginning.”150   

 It appears, then, that the author of Gesta Herewardi was critically concerned with 

his audience believing he was providing them an accurate and well-sourced historical 

account. The author’s truth-claim attempts to restore something authentic that was lost to 

history. Rhetorically, the audience might dismiss a claim with questionable evidence, so 

it was important that a dubious narrative be well presented from the start.151  The strategy 

is taken straight out of the Ciceronian inventio playbook, a text any basically educated 

medieval writer would have been known.152 Medieval authors were aware of their own 

position in this process, creating a separate authorial voice in the prologues that 

temporarily displaces the narrator’s voice in the main text in order to explain the method 

and purpose of the truth being sought in the text.153 For the author of Gesta Herewardi, 

the goal was to remember Hereward in order to facilitate the continued traditions of a 

culture and community that “waged war against kings and kingdoms, and fought against 

princes and tyrants.”154 

                                                
150 Swanton, “Hereward,” 40. 
151 The division between truth and fiction in medieval history and literature is often not easy to define. See 
e.g., Justin Lake, “Truth, Plausibility, and the Virtue of Narrative at the Millennium,” Journal of Medieval 
History 35 (2009): 221-238; Monica Otter, Inventiones: Fiction and Referentiality in Twelfth-Century 
Historical Writing (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1996); Ruth Morse, Truth and 
Convention in the Middle Ages: Rhetoric, Representation, and Reality (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1993); Jeanette Beer, Narrative Conventions of Truth in the Middle Ages (Geneva: Libraire Droz, 
1981). 
152 Lake, “Truth and Plausibility,” 226-229. 
153 Otter, Inventiones, 41. 
154 Swanton, “Hereward,” 40. 
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 Others, however, had more selfish motivations in creating their narratives. Gerald 

of Wales (1146-1223) tried throughout his career, unsuccessfully, to get appointed to the 

bishopric of St. David’s in Pembrokeshire, and to elevate its status to a metropolitan see. 

He had received a proper classical education in Paris, and it is then no surprise that 

classical references and quotations abound in his works. His autobiography was part of an 

emerging trend dormant since Augustine’s Confessions.155 Gerald’s personal ambitions in 

this text are obvious. In the prologue to Book I, he reminds the audience, “It was a 

custom of the ancient Greeks to commend the deeds of famous men to the memory 

(memoria) of after-generations…firstly by portraits and secondly by writing, to the end 

that posterity might be inspired to laudable imitation.”156 For modern scholars, it is 

significant that Gerald recognizes the past can be presented through media other than 

text. The real suggestion, of course, is that Gerald has performed deeds worthy of 

remembrance. More interesting to modern scholars, though, is his suggestion that 

fictional story telling (fabula) has no place in recording that past alongside oral and 

written records, because “no man [is] enkindled to imitation by hearing or reading 

fabulous records.” Isidore places fable just before his sections on history in Etymologies 

noting, “The whole story is made up especially for the moral, so that we arrive at the 

matter that is intended with the true meaning.”157 Yet, part of his intention is to provide 

moral lessons, and potential exaggeration complicates matters.  

                                                
155 Gerald of Wales, The Autobiography of Gerald of Wales, ed. and tr. H.E. Butler (London: Jonathan 
Cape, 1937). The literature on biography and autobiography is massive, and cannot hope to be duplicated 
here. Classical examples of the form include Excellentium imperatorum Vitae by Cornelius Nepos (c.110-
c.25 BCE), Parallel Lives by Plutarch (c.46-120), and On the Lives of the Caesars by Suetonius (c.69-122). 
A general survey of modern approaches is given in Hermione Lee, Biography: A Very Short Introduction 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009). 
156 Gerald of Wales, Autobiography, 33. 
157 Isidore of Seville, Etymologies, I.lx.6. 
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 In the prologue to Book II, Gerald mentions his store-house of books (librorum 

thesaurus), which on a literal level shows his great learnedness and on a figurative level 

recalls the divinely-memorial aspects of learning that Augustine recommends. From this 

collection and other means of education, Gerald learned the liberal arts so well that his 

works were adorned “with figures and flowers of speech as well as with profound 

argument, and [he] made such apt use of the sayings of the philosophers…that the more 

learned and expert his audience, the more eagerly and attentively they applied their ears 

and minds to drink in his words and fix them in their memory.”158 Is Gerald simply 

egotistical, or is he exaggerating so that his audience might recognize the benefits of 

learning the liberal arts? Or is he attempting to grant himself some measure of authority 

by trumpetinging his education so that audiences take his arguments more seriously? Or 

perhaps Gerald is portraying himself in the same larger-than-life manner as so many 

biographers portrayed their subjects, disconnecting Gerald the author from Gerald the 

historical actor.159 Whatever the case, autobiography offers psychological insight into the 

inner workings of historical actors, something biography cannot easily do. Michael 

Prestwich has cited this as the “main problem” for modern scholars writing biography.  

Accounts like Gerald’s are thus invaluable even if they are intentionally misleading and 

full of exaggeration.160 

 Gerald’s self-evaluation was rooted in the same education and literary tradition as 

all his other works. The use of autobiography is not insight into Gerald’s self-reflection 

or his revelatory experiences, but it can reveal the interaction between an individual and 

                                                
158 Gerald of Wales, Autobiography, 64-65. 
159 A.C. Spearing, Medieval Autographies (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2012), 7. 
160 Michael Prestwich, “Medieval Biography,” The Journal of Interdisciplinary History 40, no. 3 (Winter 
2010): 345. 
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the world.161 As in history, autobiography uses specific events to teach general lessons.162 

Aristotle famously called man a “rational animal” whose rational capacity is a universally 

shared human characteristic.163 That is, reason would be meaningless if there were 

nobody to reason with. Similarly, autobiography is meaningless without the community 

the author lives in as there would be no context with which to evaluate the author’s 

experiences. Modern scholars are able to observe not just what Gerald thought of himself, 

but also what Gerald thought of his community, traditions, and customs, offering a 

unique insight into the medieval world. 

 The field of biography remained popular, expanding into vernacular languages in 

the thirteenth century. The verse biography of William the Marshal, composed in the 

1220s is the first biography written in the vernacular in medieval European history.164 

The Marshal’s son commissioned it to show the flawless character of a great knight 

whose adversaries sought to destroy him out of envy.165 Themes throughout the history 

include chivalric virtues and the importance of loyalty. For example, the author says the 

Marshal was rewarded for his loyalty by being named regent for Henry III after John’s 

death in 1216.166 The Marshal is often shown as a figure larger than life, with deeds so 

great they bleed into hagiography, as when the Marshal dies and there is miraculously 

                                                
161 Mary McLaughlin, “Abelard as Autobiographer,” Speculum 52 (1967): 472. 
162 Sverre Bagge, “The Autobiography of Abelard and Medieval Individualism,” Journal of Medieval 
History 19 (1993): 332. 
163 Aristotle, Politics, 1.2; Nicomachean Ethics, 1.13. 
164The History of William Marshall, tr. Nigel Bryant (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2016), l. Bryant’s translation 
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commentary, see the multivolume work of History of William Marshal, ed. and tr. A.J. Holden, S. Gregory, 
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enough food and money to feed the large crowd that attended his funeral.167 However, the 

author assembled his information from a wide variety of sources presents multiple 

accounts of the same event, and tells us there may be hard to interpret.168 In fact, the most 

repeated theme in the work is his assurance to the audience that “I have seen and 

experienced for myself / that those who weave a prolix story / often depart from the point 

and often relate things / which are extraneous to their theme, / and which should not be 

said, / for nobody seeking to make a living from writing / should put in his books 

anything / which is not strictly necessary / or which is extraneous to the matter at 

hand.”169 

 In these passages, the author is merely resetting his narrative to meet the stated 

method in his prologue that “Anyone with a worthy subject should see he treats it in such 

a way that, if it starts well, it’s carried through to a good conclusion.”170 As is clear from 

his numerous citations, straying from events that do not directly concern the Marshal or 

his reputation offers a circuitous route to that conclusion which may cloud an audience’s 

understanding. Extraneous information detracts form the goal of history stated in the 

prologue which “chimes with the truth irreproachably,” as he proclaims that facts “as told 

to me by those / who were there and saw them, / for a true and recognized fact / should be 

believed, as is only reasonable.”171 Likewise, he avoids describing the details of the 

Marshal’s exploits on crusade because “I was not there and did not witness them, / nor 

                                                
167 William Marshal, Holden et al., II.18,905-19,215. 
168 William Marshal, Holden et al., II.16,401-16,405, III.35-37. 
169 William Marshal, Holden et al., II.11,096-11,104. See also I.769-771, 1035, 1512, 1560, 1859-1863, 
1915-1923, 2133-2134, 2922-2923, 3593-3596, 3697-3698, 4444-4456, 4464, 5496, 6306-6307, 6619-
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can I find anyone / who can tell me the half of them, / for the subject matter is a very 

weighty one.”172 This is a strict interpretation of the brevity theme seen in most medieval 

prologues. As seen, other historical texts say they will be brief, indicating that individual 

entries will not contain too much detail, while incorporating events far outside the stated 

program of the text. The author of the Marshal’s biography seems over-concerned with 

the issue, perhaps because in a vernacular text addressing a more popular audience, using 

a shortened prologue, appropriate classical rhetorical references and structures are 

restricted.  

 More directly blending hagiography and history, the anonymous biography of 

Edward the Confessor by a monk of St. Bertin survives in one damaged manuscript from 

the beginning of the twelfth-century.173 The work is in two parts, the first a genealogical 

history of Edward the Confessor’s family, the second focusing almost solely on the 

religious life of Edward. The author dedicated the work to Edith (c.1025-1075), Edward’s 

wife. The most notable features are his prologues, which are written in alternating 

couplets of dialogue in dactylic hexameter and pentameter, a fully classical style for 

prologues  (see Vergil above, Chapter I). In addition, the entire text alternates passages of 

prose and verse, potentially inspired by earlier medieval examples, such as Boethius, 

Martianus Capella, or Dudo of St. Quentin.174 However, the author admits that he paused 

in his project between the first and second part because most of his subjects are dead, 

lamenting to his muse Clio, “Where are the riches you pledged to me? / For all the value 
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of the work is lost…For whom shall I write now? / This murderous page will hardly 

please the queen / Their sister.”175 The author has maintained his credibility by reporting 

the past accurately, depressing as it may be, but he also recognizes his role as a 

commissioned (probably) author who does not want to turn in unsatisfactory work to his 

patron. In the end, Clio consoles the author, that “The story’s end is good; ‘tis glorious / 

To herald a great spirit in heaven,” and indeed, the second book contains most of the 

elements in a typical hagiography.176 This biography, then, is both standard history 

fodder, focusing on the exploits of the royal family, and hagiography recounting 

miraculous events of a holy person. Clio helps establish a relationship between history 

and hagiography by recommending the author switch to narrating a saint’s life rather than 

history, and the text’s very structure shows that epic, dialogue, and poetry can all play a 

role in recording the past accurately or with purpose. 

 Medieval historians’ interest in the deeds of great men is perhaps not surprising. 

Broader historical works, too, tend to focus on remarkable historical figures and their 

impact on the course of human events. Ralph Griffiths extends his analysis of biography 

beyond the standard genre, arguing that William of Malmesbury’s Gesta regum 

Anglorum can be read not just as a history of the English people or the kingdom of 

England, but as a collection of regnal portraits.177 However, an author of this type of  

‘national’ history tends to structure his work with a bit more forethought so that “he does 

not burden himself by beginning a work he cannot finish.”178 
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Conclusion 
 
 Michael Prestwich asserts that modern scholarly biography is “not a good 

medium for explaining long-term trends, and its concentration on the elites of society…is 

severely limiting.”179 In the examples shown here, medieval authors constructed their 

histories with a major biographical component. However, their prologues have made 

clear they were not only concerned with the deeds of great men, nor with simply 

recording the past. They used “common and conventional words for the objects 

described, so that no additional difficultly may be created by the unusual language.”180 

Medieval historians consciously considered their audiences in the construction of their 

histories, using vernacular language or verse to help communicate ideas that were more 

likely to be transmitted orally than textually.  

 In works that attempted to aid audiences in divine communication, authors used 

classical rhetorical strategies, terminology, and allegory (both pagan and Christian) that a 

properly educated cleric or monk would understand right away. Lastly, medieval authors 

knew their work played a role in the construction and maintenance of custom, tradition, 

and community.  Bernard Gunée has shown that accessing these social systems through 

memory was of primary concern for medieval historians in their prologues.181 These 

histories are complicated texts, and while astute readers may be able to pick out the 

intended goals and purposes the authors had in mind, for the vast majority of readers, the 

success of the text depended upon the prologue.

                                                
179 Prestwich, “Medieval Biography,” 345. 
180 Richard FitzNigel, Dialogue of the Exchequer, 26. 
181 Gunée, “Histoire, Mémoire, Écriture,” 442-445. 
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CHAPTER V 
 

PROLOGUES TO THE ENGLISH ‘NATION’ 
 

…Sibyl the prophet came to him [Thomas Gray]…[and] led him into an orchard 
where…they found a five-rung ladder standing on a block of stone, and on the stone 
underneath the ladder, two books…said the ancient Sibyl…“the first book is the Bible, 
the second the story of Troy…if you are able in the event to give concentrated attention to 
the details of the rungs of the ladder…[it] will show you your true path very well.”1 
 
 Sir Thomas Gray (d.1369), a Northumbrian knight captured in the mid-fourteenth 

century Scottish Wars in the Service of Edward III (r.1327-1377) and the Black Prince 

(d.1376), began writing his Scalacronica as a prisoner of Edinburgh Castle.2 His 

chronicle covers creation to the Trojan War and then to 1364. He shows a wide 

knowledge of history, chivalric romance, visionary literature, and Biblical exegesis with a 

particular affinity for legendary origins. For example, he reworks the Brut version of 

Havelock into a Danish-British union and is even so bold and to claim Bede’s lack of 

British source was because he did not know the language.3 In addition to the language of 

the ancient Britons, Gray tells us in his prologue he used sources in Latin, French, and 

English, both verse and prose. The prologue is a dream/vision in which Sibyl, a 

traditional ancient Greco-Roman oracle, explains to Gray how to write the most effective 

chronicle.4 

                                                
1 Translation in Jocelyn-Wogan Browne, Thelma Fenster, and Delbert Russell, ed., Vernacular Literary 
Theory from the French of Medieval England: Texts and Translations, c.1120-c.1450 (Cambridge: D.S. 
Brewer, 2016), 140-150. It has also been edited and translated in full by Thomas Gray, Sir Thomas Gray: 
Scalacronica (1272-1363), ed. Andy King (Woodbridge, UK: Boydell, 2008). The only extant manuscript, 
Cambridge, Corpus Christi College 133, available digitally at 
http://dms.stanford.edu/catalog/CCC133_keywords.  
2 Wogan-Browne, Fenster, and Russell, Vernacular Literary Theory, 140. 
3 Richard Moll, “’N’est pas autentik, mais apocrophum’: Haveloks and their Reception in Medieval 
England,” Studies in Philology 105, no. 2 (Spring 2008): 187-191; Maria Luisa Meneghetti, Il Fatti di 
Bretagna. Cronache genealogiche anglo-normanne dal XII al XIV secolo (Padua: Antenore, 1979), 71. 
4 Sibyls were popular in medieval historiography especially because a Tiburtine Sibyl predicted Christ’s 
birth. Gray sees Sibyl as a definitive link between history and prophecy. Anke Holdenried, The Sibyl and 
her Scribes: Manuscripts and Interpretations of the Latin Sybilla Tiburtina, c.1050-1500 (Burlington, VT: 
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 The Bible and Homer stabilize the ladder of history (recall other examples of 

ladders in previous chapters), meaning they are essential to the successful medieval 

historical process. This, if nothing else, shows that historical authors did not restrict 

themselves to the “genre” of history. The ascending chronologically ordered rungs were 

represented by Walter of Oxford (d.1151, who supposedly provided the ancient book in 

the language of the ancient Britons to Geoffrey of Monmouth in The History of the Kings 

of Britain), Bede, Ranulph Higden (d.1364), and John Tynemouth (fl. 14th cent.), along 

with passing mentions to William of Malmesbury (d. c.1143), Henry of Huntingdon (d. 

c.1157), Roger Howden (fl. 12th cent.), and Marianus Scotus (d. c.1082/1083) as 

“translators of the English” (entrepretours englessez) who served the critical role of 

transferring the material of the ancient British to the Anglo-Normans. The fifth rung 

cannot be reached because “what happens in the future is not to be determined 

definitively except only by divine understanding, [so] let us leave heavenly matters, and 

the hours and times which are reserved to this power, to the master of divinity.”5 

 This prologue introduces the conclusion of this dissertation. It suggests history is 

much more than a record of the past; it serves various communities through different 

methods of communication, all in the pursuit of divine knowledge. Historical knowledge 

should be available to everyone, and everyone should attempt to learn from it. Ancient, 

authoritative tradition helps legitimize all sorts of interpretive strategies. Medieval 

England was a “nation,” but not in the traditional nineteenth-century nation-state 

                                                                                                                                            
Ashgate, 2006), 51-70; Francis Ingledew, “The Book of Troy and the Genealogical Construction of 
History: The Case of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia regum Britanniae.” Speculum 69, no. 3 (Fall 
1994): 665-668. 
5 Wogan-Browne, Fenster, Russell, Vernacular Literary Theory, 146. 
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definition. It was an amalgamation of multiple languages, cultures, politics, and even 

religions. This makes the consistency of the prologue form even more remarkable. 

 

What’s in a Name? 
 
 In previous chapters, prologue terminology and vocabulary was emphasized, 

especially in particular words that show how the authors envisioned their work as 

something more than a recording of the past. The group of medieval English historians 

whose works are labeled as “national” histories – especially those cited by Thomas Gray 

– add additional words and metaphors that evoke various communities. The medieval 

understanding of race and ethnicity was biological, but its practical use in texts was 

cultural.6 As Sigbjørn Sonnesyn asserts, the fundamental determining factors were 

typically shared biological descent, observable cultural forms, and shared language.7 The 

factors were expressed through community origins, often in the distant, mythic past, 

innate group characteristics, and a fragmentation of language. Words like gens (race or 

people), mores (custom), patria (native land), or natio (generation, age) are found 

demarcating groups that will be the subject of historical project. Stories describing the 

origines gentium were exceedingly popular in the Middle Ages, and were commonly 

included in historical writing.8   

                                                
6 Robert Bartlett, The Making of Medieval Europe: Conquest, Colonization and Cultural Change, 950-1300 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993), 197-199; Patrick Geary, “Ethnicity as a Situational Construct 
in the Early Middle Ages,” Medieval Perspectives 2/3 (1988): 1-17. 
7 Sigbjørn Sonnesyn, “The Rise of the Normans as Ethnopoiesis,” in Norman Tradition and Transcultural 
Heritage: Exchanges of Culture in the ‘Norman’ Peripheries of Medieval Europe, ed. Stefan Burkhardt and 
Thomas Forester (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2013), 205. 
8 See especially, Elias Bickerman, “Origines Gentium,” Classical Philology 47, no. 2 (April 1952): 65-81; 
Susan Reynolds, “Medieval ‘Origines Gentium’ and the Community of the Realm,” History 68, no. 224 
(1983): 375-390. For a collection of case studies on various origines gentium, see Valérie Fromentin and 
Sophie Gotteland, Origines Gentium, Collection Etudes 7 (Bordeaux:  Editions Ausonius, 2001). 
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 Isidore of Seville, in Etymologies, distinguishes these words on three important 

occasions. In the first book on Grammar he tells us how to label groups: “Ethnic (gens) 

adjectives come from the ethnic group (gens), as ‘Greek,’ ‘Roman.’ Adjectives of 

nationality (patrius) come from a native land (patria), as ‘Athenian,’ ‘Theban.’” That is, 

in some circumstances, one should use a biological descriptor, and in other cases, and 

geographical descriptor.9 Second, Isidore, in his sections on pagans, relates ethnicity to 

Biblical progenitors: “And they are called ‘gentiles’ (gentilis) because they remain just as 

they were born, that is, just as they descended into the body goverened by sin…In Greek 

they are called ethnici…for the Greek ἒϑνος means tribe (gens).” Third, in Book IX – a 

book on languages and nations, among other things – Isidore says “A nation (gens) is a 

number of people sharing a single origin, or distinguished from another nation (natio) in 

accordance with its own grouping…From this comes the term ‘shared heritage’ 

(gentilitas). The word gens is so called on account of the generations of families…as the 

term ‘nation’ (natio) comes from ‘being born’ (nasci).” Nations and their constituent 

groups are thus formed broadly around biology, geography, and language. These 

definitions, along with other community terms, such as populus, were largely 

interchangeable, as even the brief passages from Isidore suggest.10 Thus, while it is 

beyond the scope of this dissertation to break down in more detail what a medieval 

                                                
9 For efficiency, all of Isidore’s mentions of gens are listed in this footnote. Isidore, Etymologies, I.vii.23; 
VIII.x.2-3; IX.ii.1, iv.4, vi.21-22; X.A.15, E.88; XV.li.2.  
10 See, e.g. Augustine, De Civitate Dei II.21, XIX.21, and Sermon 103, PL 38, 615.  Also see especially 
Jeremy Adams, The Populus of Augustine and Jerome (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1971); “The 
Political Grammar of Isidore of Seville,” in Actes du quartrième Congrès internationale de la philosophie 
médièvale, ed. Étienne Gilson (Montreal: Institut d'études médiévales 1969): 763-775. For England in 
particular, see E.E. Stengel, “Imperator und Imperium bei den Angelsachsen,” in Deutsches Archiv für 
Erforschung des Mittelalters 16 (1960): 15-72. 
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‘nation’ might be, it is clear that medieval writers were conscious that large groupings of 

associated people, existed and interacted with one another in unique ways.11 

 For medieval England and its historians of the high Middle Ages, this meant 

labeling Normans as a kinship group and repeatedly justifying them as part of the English 

community.12 Preserving the ‘memory’ of this kinship, and by assimilating to English 

ancestors and culture, Normans were able to integrate and eventually become part of the 

English community. Once they were accepted as a part of the English community, their 

position of power allowed them to shape and dictate the boundaries – they had made 

themselves part of the canon.13 This is inscribed in various ways, such as recording an 

important person participating in the community, as when William the Conqueror visited 

the shrine of St. Cuthbert, arguably the most English saint, after his conquest in 1066. 

These memories are not necessarily accurate, but they are supposed to be (using Pierre 

Nora’s famous phrase) a locus of memory (lieux des mémoire), referential and fixed in 

time for present and future generations.14 These “places” act as signposts, allowing 

authors to shape the narrative of the past to suit their present needs and to aid future 

generations. For the Normans, this purposeful manipulation led to a rapid decrease of 

                                                
11 There is classical precedent for this as well. For example, Cicero, De Amicitia VI.20 and De re publica 
I.39, says it is human nature to form communities. 
12 Benjamin Pohl, “Keeping it in the Family: Re-Reading Anglo-Norman Historia in the Face of Cultural 
Memory, Tradition, and Heritage,” in Burkhardt and Forester, 222. 
13 Herbert Grabes, “Cultural Memory and the Literary Canon,” 311-312. For cultural memory more 
generally, see the important work done by Jan Assman, Das kulturelle Gedächtnis, Schrift, Erinnerung und 
politische Identität in frühen Hochkulteren 6th ed. (Munich: Verlag C.H. Beck, 2007); “Communicative and 
Cultural Memory,” in Cultural Memory Studies: An International Handbook, ed. Astrid Erll and Ansgar 
Nünning (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2008), 109-118; Aleida Assman, “Canon and Archive,” in Erll and Ansgar, 
Memory Studies, 97-108. For England in particular, see Krishan Kumar, The Idea of Englishness 
(Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2015); The Making of English National Identity (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2003). 
14 Pim den Boer, “Loci memoriae – Lieux de mémoire,” in Erll and Nünning, 19-28; David Carr, Time, 
Narrative and History (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1986), 153-186; Emily Albu, The 
Normans and Their Histories: Propaganda, Myth, and Subversion, (Woodbridge, UK: The Boydell Press, 
2001): 47-105. 
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Norman imaginative identification as a distinct people/nation, even in Normandy.15 

Successive generations had changed their cultural consciousness because of the inevitable 

conflict between actual culture and invented memory. However, the privileged status of 

ancestral, canonical memory in a given culture required changing with that culture. The 

divine lessons supposed to be learned from historical works made this process critical to 

the eternal goals of the community. 

 Hayden White overstates his case that “In the chronicle, this event is simply 

‘there’ as an element of a series; it does not ‘function’ as a story element.”16 Yet 

distortion, omission, and invention were all considered legitimate in medieval historical 

construction.17 Note Matthew Paris’ map of Great Britain, for example, which prefaces 

his Abbreviated Chronicle along with an abbreviated genealogy of the kings of England, 

a description of the Anglo-Saxon heptarchy, and images of kings of England.18 He was a 

native of Northumbria, which he highlight in his history, so it is unsurprising that 

Northern England is big and southeast England is a bit squished. More generally, Gildas 

and Bede promote the Anglo-Saxons as an exiled people heading to the ‘promised land’ 

of the British Isles.19 The geographic descriptions devoid of people offer a landscape that 

predates the narrative, that is, acting as a geographic prologue to the important events to 

follow.20 It provides a blank slate to inscribe culture, allowing readers to look back on 

                                                
15 Graham Loud, “The Gens Normannorum: Myth or Reality?” in Proceedings of the Fourth Battle 
Conference on Norman Studies, ed. R.A. Brown (Woodbridge, UK: The Boydell Press, 1982), 104-108. 
16 Hayden White, Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe (Baltimore: The 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973), 7. 
17 J.B. Mitchell, “The Matthew Paris Maps,” The Geographical Journal 81, no. 11 (January 1933): 29. 
18 BL Cotton MS Claudius D.vi, f.12r-v, now separated as Claudius D.vi/1. 
19 Fabienne Michelet, Creation, Migration, and Conquest: Imaginary Geography and Sense of Space in 
Old English Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 238-239. 
20 Margaret Bridges, “Discours du réel discours de l’imaginaire: cours et éténdues d’eau dans la Descriptio 
Britanniae médiévale,” in Sources et fontaines du moyen âge à l’âge baroque (Paris: Honoré Champion, 
1998), 16; Otter, Inventiones, 71. 
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their history as inevitable, whether accurate or inaccurate.21 This power is something 

most medieval historians took seriously, and is part of the reason why William of 

Newburgh (c.1136 – c.1198) harshly criticizes Geoffrey of Monmouth (c.1095– c.1155) 

in the prologue to his History of English Affairs: “He has not learnt the truth about events, 

and so without discrimination he gives space to fables without substance.”22  

 At the same time, “England” or “Britain” (or Anglia and Britannia) never 

constituted a wholly unified community, but its various manifestations in literature and 

history presented “contingent and conflicting ‘Englands’” serving the needs of a 

particular community.23 The “our nation” (gentis nostrae) and “our island” (nostrae 

insulae) William of Newburgh refer to in his prologue are not necessarily the same as 

William of Malmesbury’s “love of my country” (michi cum propter patriae caritatem).24 

Authors must establish their designated community and its boundaries at the outset of the 

text, in the prologue, to ensure that the targeted knows their privileged status and to let 

outside readers know the perspective from which the author is writing.  Indeed, Alan of 

Lille states in the Art of Preaching that soldiers’ special duty was “to defend your 

country” (ut patriam suam defendant), while King John was concerned when “the pleas 

initiated in Ireland…are conducted otherwise than in our realm of England.”25 Even the 

universal church recognized that regional and local differences could put communities at 

                                                
21 Nicholas Howe, Migration and Myth-Making in Anglo-Saxon England (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1989), 4-5. 
22 William of Newburgh, William of Newburgh: The History of English Affairs, ed. P.G. Walsh and M.J. 
Kennedy, 2 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988, 2007), 30-31. 
23 Kathy Lavezzo, “Introduction,” in Imagining a Medieval English Nation, ed. Kathy Levazzo 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2004), xix. 
24 William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum: The History of the English Kings, ed. and tr. R.A.B. 
Mynors, R.M. Thompson, and Michael Winterbottom, 2 vol. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), 14-15. 
25 Alan of Lille, Summa de arte praedicatoria, PL 210, 186B; T.D. Hardy, ed., Rotuli litterarum clausarum 
in turri Londinensi asservati, 2 vols. (London: 1833, 1844), I.497, tr. Bartlett, The Making of Europe, 214. 
See also Roger of Wendover, Flowers of History, RS 84, 2 vol., II.56. 
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odds with one another. A priest who did not speak the vernacular of his congregation 

would have a difficult time performing his pastoral duties due to cultural barriers, 

linguistic miscommunications, and his status as an outsider.26 Gerald of Wales says in 

Symbolum Electorum that St. David’s will not accept a priest who cannot preach or hear 

confession without a translator.27 Hue de Rotelande’s Ipomedon, a courtly romance set in 

southern Italy, specifies in the prologue that “if the Latin is not translated, there will be 

very few to understand it…[therefore] I wish to relate in French, as briefly as I can, so 

that both cleric and ley people will understand it [i.e. Ipomedon].”28 

 The multi-lingual, multi-cultural, and multi-national circumstances of medieval 

England made it difficult for any widely scoped history to influence a wide audience. At 

the same time, periodic political and social upheavals such as the Norman Conquest, 

Stephen’s Anarchy, the loss of continental holdings to Philip Augustus, and the Baron’s 

Wars increased the desire to provide some sense of stability by articulating a broadly 

conceived community. However, these projects were often targeted to the community 

surrounding the financier of the project, not to some kind of growing ‘national’ feeling.29 

The ‘national’ historians thus had a mighty task ahead of them to navigate the 

complicated relationships of various communities and political hazards. Their 

methodology had to be careful and purposeful, and their message laid in stark terms so 

their text was not misunderstood. It is no surprise that these twelfth and thirteenth century 

                                                
26 Bartlett, Making of Europe, 221.  
27 Gerald of Wales, Symbolum Electorum, RS 84, 8 vol., Epist. xxviii, vol. I, p. 306. 
28 BL Cotton MS Vespasian A.vii, f. 39r; Hue de Roteland, Ipomedon, in Wogan-Browne, et al., 
Vernacular Literary Theory, 39. 
29 Andrew Galloway, “Latin England,” in Imagining a Medieval English Nation, ed. Levazzo, 41; Derek 
Pearsall, “The Idea of Englishness in the Fifteenth Century,” in Nation Court and Culture: New Essays on 
Fifteenth-Century English Poetry, ed. Helen Cooney (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2001), 15. 
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historians had the most complex prologues because they were dealing with very complex 

constructions of history. 

 

Prologues in the North 
 
 Roger of Howden (c. 1201/1202) was a parson in Yorkshire before becoming a 

clerk to Henry II in the 1170s. After Henry II’s death in 1189, he entered the service of 

the bishop of Durham. He traveled on Crusade with Richard I (r.1189-1199), then served 

the bishop of Durham’s interests in Normandy before retiring back to his local parish.30 

There he wrote two historical works, the Gesta Henrici II Benedicti Abbatis and the 

Chronica.31 The former is a set of annals, compiled relatively concurrent with the events 

it describes from 1169 to 1192.32 It recounts administrative and political events in detail, 

informed by Roger’s experience in the royal retinue. Most likely due to the Gesta’s 

composite construction, it does not have a prologue. However, it may not have been 

                                                
30 David Corner, “Roger of Howden,” DNB. See also Frank Barlow, “Roger Howden,” The English 
Historical Review 65, no. 256 (July 1950): 352-360. 
31 The most recent editions are RS 49 and 51. The editors of the Rolls Series editions postulated that 
Howden may have been the author of the Gesta, a hypothesis later proved convincingly by Doris Stenton, 
“Roger of Howden and Benedict,” The English Historical Review 68, no. 269 (October 1953): 574-582. 
Patrick Dalché makes a compelling argument that Roger was also the author of three other previously 
anonymous works in Du Yorkshire à l’Inde : une ‘géographie’ urbaine et maritime de la fin du XIIe siècle 
(Roger de Howden?) (Geneva: Droz, 2005). 
32 I am defining “annals” here as a composite work assembled over a period of time, often by multiple 
authors. This is in comparison to “chronicle” or “history” which are more likely to be conceived of and 
assembled (at least initially) as a single text. The definition of annals and other historical works was not set 
for medieval authors, nor is it set for modern scholars. See e.g. various articles on terminology in Dunphy, 
Encyclopedia of the Medieval Chronicle, I.45-48, 256-258, 275-280, 522-532; II.1432-1438, 1527-1533. 
See also David Dumville, “What is a Chronicle?” in The Medieval Chronicle II, ed. Erik Kooper 
(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2002), 1-27; R.W. Burgess and Michael Kulikowski, “Medieval Historiographical 
Terminology: The Meaning of the Word Annales,” in The Medieval Chronicle VIII, ed. Erik Kooper and 
Sjoerd Levelt (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2013), 165-192; James Howard-Johnson, “The Chronicle and other 
Historical Writing in Byzantium,” in The Medieval Chronicle X, ed. Erik Kooper, Juliana Dresvina, and 
Ilya Afanasyev  (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2015), 1-22; Antonia Gransden, “The Chronicles of Medieval 
England and Scotland,” in Legends, Traditions, and History in Medieval England (London: The 
Hambledon Press, 1992), 199-201; Bernard Guenée, Histoire et Culture Historique l’Occident Médiévale 
(Paris: Aubier Montaigne, 1980), 203-204. 



Texas Tech University, Lane J. Sobehrad, August 2017 

 286 

written as a stand alone text. Most of it is placed into the third section of his Chronica 

extended to 1201, which does have a prologue, and begins in 732.33  

 Frank Barlow said of Roger’s historical method: “He admits to current standards 

so completely that it never occurs to him to explain.”34 His maintence of the standards of 

his time allow modern scholars to conclude that his Chronica was left unfinished, as the 

latter portion was most likely transcribed from drafts left after his death.35 His careful 

organization and precise detail falter in the last sections, which suggests he also did not 

finish his prologue, which is less detailed than those of his contemporaries. Recall that, 

ideally, a prologue is the last thing an author writes, after he has completed the matter at 

hand, and intelligently assessed it (see Cicero above, Ch. 1). Byrhtferth of Ramsey 

(c.970-c.1020) even labeled his prologue to the life of St. Ecgwine epilogus, reflecting 

this rhetorical practice.36 

 A deficient prologue would have been out of character for the chronicler Richard 

Southern thought was the best royal historian of the twelfth century.37 Roger was the 

most widely travelled of his peers, and viewed the community of medieval England (and 

                                                
33 The leading scholars on Howden are David Corner and John Gillingham. See Corner,  “The Earliest 
Surviving Manuscripts of Roger of Howden’s Chronica,” English Historical Review 98, no. 387 (April 
1983): 297-310; “The Gesta regis Henrici secondi and Chronica of Roger, parson of Howden,” British 
Institute of Historical Research 56 (1983): 126-144; “The Texts of Henry II’s Assizes,” in Law-making and 
Law-makers in British History, ed. Alan Harding (London: Royal Historical Society, 1980), 7-20. See 
Gillingham, “Writing the Biography of Roger of Howden, King’s Clerk and Chronicler,” in Writing 
Medieval Biography, 750-1250: Essays in Honour of Professor Frank Barlow, ed. Julia Crick, Sarah 
Hamilton, and David Bates (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2006), 15-37; “Two Yorkshire Historians 
Compared: Roger of Howden and William of Newburgh,” The Haskins Society Journal 12 (1999): 15-37; 
“The Travels of Roger of Howden and his Views of the Irish, Scots, and Welsh,” Anglo-Norman Studies 20 
(1997): 151-169; “Roger of Howden on Crusade,” in Richard Coeur de Lion: Kingship, Chivalry and War 
in the Twelfth Century (London: Hambledon, 1994), 141-153. 
34 Barlow, “Roger Howden,” 359. 
35 Stenton, “Roger of Howden and Benedict,” 582. 
36 Byrhtferth of Ramsey, The Lives of St. Oswald and St. Ecgwine, ed. and tr. Michael Lapidge (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 2009), 206-207. 
37 Richard Southern, Medieval Humanism and Other Studies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970), 150. 
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Britain) in a wider context than other historians.38 That is, he did not view the peripheral 

groups on the frontiers of medieval England – Wales, for example – or the “barbarians” 

William of Malmesbury and Orderic Vitalis had seen.39 Though Roger was not 

necessarily sympathetic, David Corner argues that his lack of “anything more than the 

slightest prejudice” was due to his research and sources likely gathered during his 

travels.40 His Chronica is full of administrative documents from all over the British Isles, 

including some papal letters, and his borrowings from historical works show a similar 

diversity. His wide reading and practically written history has traditionally given Roger 

the reputation of a disinterested historian. However, his service to Hugh de Pusiet 

(c.1125-1195), Bishop of Durham affected his portrayal of medieval English politics. 

Most notably, Hugh probably supported Henry the Young King (1155-1183) in his revolt 

against his father, Henry II (r.1154-1189) and helped the Scottish rebels led by William 

the Lion, King of Scotland (r.1165-1214).41 This led to a contentious relationship 

between Hugh and Henry II, reflected in Roger’s ambivalent portrayal of Henry II, whom 

medieval English historians generally hail as a great ruler. He also includes some events 

that bleed into folklore or legendary history. For example, while on crusade with Richard 

I (r.1189-1199), he records a meeting between the English kings and Tancred, King of 

Sicily (r.1189-1194). Richard gives the sword of King Arthur to Tancred, an act 

                                                
38 Gillingham, “The Travels of Roger of Howden,” 69. 
39 William of Malmbesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum, ii.196.3; Orderic Vitalis, The Ecclesiastical History 
of Orderic Vitalis, ed. and tr. Marjorie Chibnall, 6 vol. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1969-1980), ii.260-262, 
iv.138, vi.536; Gillingham, “The Travels of Roger of Howden,” 70. 
40 Corner, “Gesta Regis,” 137, 144. 
41 W.L. Warren, Henry II (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973), 123, 132-134. 
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strengthening the link between two communities with a common cultural origin.42 

Howden is not simply a recorder of the past, but an interpreter.43 

 The most important manuscripts are BL Royal C.2 and Oxford, Bodleian Laud 

582, which were originally part of the same text from around 1200/1201.44 Structurally, 

the prologue is consistent in the manuscripts. However, it is less than impressive in 

comparison to those written by contemporaries such as Gervase of Canterbury or William 

of Malmesbury. Curiously, he uses a format similar to Herodotus and Thucydides. He 

says “In the prologue [exordio] of this work I want to demonstrate the genealogy of the 

kings of Northumbria, so that we can arrive at the time of those who have not been 

narrated since the death of the most venerable priest, Bede.”45 He then lists the kings of 

Northumbria from Glappa of Bernicia (r.559-560) to Ceolwulf of Northumbria (r.729-

737).46 Like Herodotus and Thucydides, Roger provides a sample of his method and 

structure, briefly clarifying his example after his regnal list:  

 
 Having completed these [things] from the streams of history in the most holy and 
 learned of the English, Bede, it is pleasing to adopt [him] as the foundation of this 
 work, beginning from the last sentence of the abovementioned [Ceolwulf]; and so 
 we really want to receive the hand of eternal salvation from Christ by recording 
 the years of the Lord, and arranging the reigns of kings with prudence, and briefly 
 noting the life and miracles of the rest of the faithful to [our] potential. ‘Come, 

                                                
42 Roger Howden, Chronica, RS 54, III.97. For a survey of modern investigations of these links see Donald 
Matthew, “Modern Study of the Norman Kingdom of Sicily,” Reading Medieval Studies 18 (1992): 33-56.  
43 Coleman, Ancient and Medieval Memories, 277-284. 
44 Roger Howden, Chronica, I.lxxiv-lxxxii.  
45 RS 54, I.3: “In exordio hujus operis genealogiam regum Northanhimbrorum libet demonstrare, ut ad 
eorum tempora valeamus pervenire, de quibus non est narratum post obitum reverentissimi sacerdotis 
Bedae.” 
46 Glappa is referenced in a couple of regnal lists, including a ninth century manuscript, Cambridge, Corpus 
Christi College MS 183, ff.65r-67r, http://dms.stanford.edu/catalog/CCC183_keywords, accessed June 3, 
2017; and an eighth century manuscript, Cambridge, University Library MS Kk. 5.16, f. 128 b, also known 
as the Moore Memoranda, an early edition of Bede’s Ecclesiastical History; David Dumville, “The Anglian 
Collection of Royal Genealogies and Regnal Lists,” Anglo-Saxon England 5 (1976): 32-34; Peter Hunter 
Blair, “The Moore Memoranda on Northumbrian History,” in The Early Cultures of Northwest Europe 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1950), 243-258, at 246. Bede dedicated his Ecclesiastical 
History to Ceolwulf, King of Northumbria (r.729-737). He is also found in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. 
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 nourishing Spirit. Without You, you are not spoken of. Offer the gifts of 
 language, you who offers language as gifts.’47 
 
Despite his brevity, Roger hits all the expected marks. The purpose of his history is 

salvation, and he seeks to communicate the message of salvation through the deeds of 

important historical figures.  Most notable is his last line, taken from the history of the 

Church of Durham by Symeon of Durham (fl. ca. 1100).48 Though the line is from a 

relative contemporary of Roger, that specific quotation, an adaptation of Acts 2:4 (“And 

everyone was filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages in 

proportion [that] the Holy Ghost gave to them to speak”), was cited and translated earlier 

by Byrhtferth of Ramsey in his Enchiridion (aka his Manual) and his vita of St. Ecgwine, 

saying in the former this passage was “the prologue [exordium] of my oration.”49 The 

ultimate origin is probably from Arator’s History of the Apostles, a sixth century verse 

history and commentary on the book of Acts.50 Roger recognizes, like his 

contemporaries, that language is one of the defining features of a nation, citing it from an 

appropriately authoritative source dating back to the Church fathers. He identifies his 

audience, a northern one, by stating bluntly that he will emphasize Northumbrian kings, 

and he begins by citing two major sources from noted northern historians. However, he 

reminds his audience that the purpose of history is eternal salvation, and he would be 

remiss if he restricted himself to the north. Thus, he wrote a northern history that includes 

his travels on the Crusades and is informed by his travels to Ireland, Wales, Scotland, 

                                                
47 RS 54, I.4: “Spiritus alme veni sine Te non diceris unquam. Munera de linguae, Qui das in munere 
linguas.” 
48 See Symeon of Durham, Libellus de Exordio atque Procursu istius, hoc est Dunhelmensis, Ecclesie, ed. 
and tr. David Rollason (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000). 
49 Byrhtferth of Ramsey, Byrhtferth’s Enchiridion, ed. and tr. Michael Lapidge and Peter Baker (Oxford: 
Early English Text Society 1995), xl, 120; Michael Lapidge, Anglo-Latin Literature, 900-1066 (London: 
Hambledon, 1993), 303. 
50 Arator, Historia apostolica, CCSL 130, 239. 
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Rome, and France. He promotes the tenets of medieval education and learning found in 

the ars praedicandi. 

 A good foil to Roger of Howden is his contemporary and fellow northerner, 

William of Newburgh (c.1135-c.1198). He was educated in an Augustinian priory in 

which he spent almost his entire life. Where Roger was influenced by his personal 

connections to politics, William was influenced by his personal connection to Cistercians 

such as Abbot Ernald of Rievaulx (d.1199), who sponsored his historical writing, and 

Abbot Roger of Byland (d. c.1199), who requested he write a commentary on the Song of 

Songs. Instead of assembling his History of English affairs over the course of many years, 

as Roger did first with the Gesta, but then but more quickly with the Chronica, William 

probably compiled most of his work between 1196 and 1198.51 Roger wrote precise, 

focused accounts complete with administrative documentation, while William often went 

on tangents about green children, ghosts, and even vampires.52 Roger was reluctant to 

place himself into the historical narrative. William, on the other hand, never shied from 

inserting his opinion.53 The contrast between Roger and William has not gone unnoticed 

by modern scholars.54 John Gillingham argues that William more than likely used 

Howden as a source for his history, going so far as to call William’s history “Howden re-

                                                
51 Kate Norgate, “The Date of Composition of William of Newburgh’s History,” The English Historical 
Review 19, no. 74 (April 1904): 288-297. 
52 See e.g. Jacqueline Simpson, “Repentant Soul or Walking Corpse? Debatable Apparitions in Medieval 
England,” Folklore 114, no. 3 (December 2003): 389-402; John Clark, “Small, Vulnerable ETs: The Green 
Children of Woolpit,” Science Fiction Studies 33, no. 2 July 2006): 209-229; Nancy Caciola, “Wraiths, 
Revenants and Ritual in Medieval Culture,” Past & Present 152 (August 1996): 3-45. 
53 Nancy Partner, Serious Entertainments, 51. 
54 John Gillingham, “Two Yorkshire Historians Compared: Roger of Howden and William of Newburgh,” 
The Haskins Society Journal 12 (2002): 15-37. 
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written and re-interpreted.”55 William even notes in his prologue, during an extended 

section using the familiar humility topos 

 
 …in our own day such great and notable events have occurred that the 
 indifference of moderns would be rightly adjudged worthy of censure if these 
 events were not consigned to the literary record to make them remembered 
 forever. Perhaps this work has already been begun or completed by some 
 individual or individuals. But reverend person, to whom we must defer, and 
 deign[s] to impose this task on my puny person, so that I too at least in the 
 company of the poor widow...can put something from my slender store into the 
 treasure-chest of the Lord.56 
 
 Gillingham is inclined to think it is a subtle nod to Howden, and one that his 

audience in Northern England would recognize. Commenting on one’s contemporaries 

with broad statements like Williams’ was not uncommon in prologues around the twelfth-

century. William of Malmesbury similarly notes “I do not greatly value the judgment of 

my contemporaries”; Eadmer of Canterbury that “men of the present day under stress of 

difficulties of one kind or another search laboriously into the doings of their 

predecessors”; and Ralph Diceto that, “It is possible that I am unjustly usurping the place 

of some other more learned man who is just now making a name for himself.” 57 It makes 

more sense that William, whom Gillingham labels “the most religious-minded English 

                                                
55 Gillingham, “Two Yorkshire Historians,” 25. For parallel terminology and word choice, see Gillingham 
“Royal Newsletters, Forgeries and English Historians: Some Links between Court History in the Reign of 
Richard I,” in La Cour Plantagenêt (1154-1204), ed. Martin Aurell (Poitiers: Centre d'Etudes Supérieures 
de Civilisation médiévale 2000), 171-186, esp. 184; “William of Newburgh and Emperor Henry VI,” in 
Auxilia Historica: Festschrift für Peter Acht zum 90. Geburtstag, ed. Walter Koch (Munich: C.H. 
Beck'sche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 2001), 51-72. 
56 William of Newburgh, William of Newburgh: The History of English Affairs, ed. and tr. P.G. Walsh, and 
M.J. Kennedy, 2 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988, 2007), 36-37. 
57 William of Malmesbury, Historia Regum Anglorum, I.pr.8, p.16-17; Eadmer of Canterbury, History of 
Recent Events in England, tr. Geoffrey Bosanquet (London: The Cresset Press, 1964), 1; Ralph Diceto, 
Abbreviationes chronicorum, RS 68, I.20, translation by Justin Lake, in Ancient and Medieval Prologues, 
257. 
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historian of his generation,” would readily adopt a tone of monastic humility using 

standard, easily recognizable prologue structure.58  

 It is no surprise, given William’s predisposition to religious topics that his history 

often has the tone of a priest sermonizing to an obstinate congregation. He was harshly 

critical of clerics he perceived not living up to their spiritual duties.59 This is why, given 

the established salvational role of history, William rails in his well-known prologue 

against Geoffrey of Monmouth’s very popular but historically questionable History of the 

Kings of Britain. His outrage centers around two major points. First, Geoffrey presents 

historical falsehoods as fact, even though he knows they are false. Second, he uses 

standard historiographic techniques to give his work artificial authenticity.60 William’s 

concerns seem warranted since several French translations had already been made by the 

1150s, spreading misinformation quickly to a wider, mostly lay audience, potentially 

putting their eternal souls at risk.61 Indeed William portrayed Geoffrey in the same way 

he did Mohammed, identifying both as liars trying manipulate righteous Christian custom 

and tradition for nefarious purposes.62 Most significant to modern scholars, William 

denounces them both for stretching the believability of their inventio into the realm of 

fabula. It would be foolhardy, however, to assume William of Newburgh was engaging in 

some empirically based, ‘modern’ historical research – he does talk about green children 

and zombies. Rather, it seems as though William was commenting on the divide between 

                                                
58 Gillingham, “Two Yorkshire Historians,” 18. 
59 William of Newburgh, History of English Affairs, II.xxii; III.viii; IV.xiv, xvii; V.10, 19, 29. For his 
familiarity and influence by Scripture and patristic writing in his historical method, see Peter Biller, 
“William of Newburgh and the Cathar Mission to England,” in Life and Thought in the Northern Church, 
c.1100-c.1700: Essays in Honour of Claire Cross, ed. Daniel Wood (Woodbridge: Boydell, 1999), 10-30. 
60 David Rollo, “Three Mediators and Three Venerable Books: Geoffrey of Monmouth, Mohammed, and 
Chrétien de Troyes,” Arthuriani 8, no. 4 (Winter 1998): 100-114. 
61 Rollo, “Three Mediators,” 101, n.3. 
62 William of Newburgh, History of English Affairs, V.xiv. 
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formal Latin historiography based around rhetorical strategy and traditional British 

historiography that had its roots in the oral tradition. Thus, Bede, whom he calls English, 

was revered, but Gildas, whom he calls British, was denounced as “unpolished and 

lack[ing] flavour.”63 This is somewhat confusing historiographically since Bede used 

Gildas as a source, but it supports the idea that language was an issue, not just the content 

of the language. Geoffrey had crossed boundaries that violated the established canonical 

rules of literary history. 

 William was apparently too distraught to comment on Geoffrey’s mishandling of 

the historian’s responsibilities, but he himself writes using language strongly indicating 

an intimate familiarity with classical writers such as Sallust, Horace, Orosius, Augustine, 

and Josephus.64 It is his opinions, and his sharp wit coupled with his learning that makes 

his history a rare look at the bald opinions of a medieval historian. Most significantly, he 

differs from his peers by skipping the general lessons of providential history learned from 

the distant past, and instead prefers to pass moral judgment on recent events.65 Not 

leaving audiences to learn and apply those general lessons, he does it for them, judging 

events based on his own knowledge and experience.66 For example, he concludes the 

second crusade, from 1147 to 1149 and a resolute disaster, failed because of sexual 

improprieties. “Camps,” he says, quoting Isidore’s definition of castrum, “are so named 

                                                
63 William of Newburgh, History of English Affairs, I.pr; Kellie Robertson, “Geoffrey of Monmouth and 
the Translation of Insular Historiography,” Arthuriana 8, no. 4 (Winter 1998): 51-53,.(pp.42-57) 
64 Nicholas Vincent, “William of Newburgh, Josephus, and the New Titus,” in Christians and Jews in 
Angevin England, ed. Sarah Rees Jones and Sethina Watson (York: York Medieval Press, 2013), 57-90. 
65 Michael Staunton, “William of Newburgh: Historian and Interpretation,” in The Historians of Angevin 
England (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 82-84. 
66 Nancy Partner, Serious Entertainments, 69-113. 
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from the castration of lust.”67 Likewise, Henry the Young King “was attacked by a fever, 

the avenger of both his transgressions” for rebelling against his father a second time in 

1183, and willingly violating his filial duty.68 These individual events, taken together, 

suggest that William’s real purpose was to help explain the complicated events of the 

present by using examples from the past. As advised in the ars praedicandi, he was 

learned in the appropriate topics to understand and explain the lessons of the past to his 

audience, not leaving it up to chance, however good his prologue might be. 

 Curiously, some scholars have not seen the relevance of his attack of Geoffrey of 

Monmouth in the prologue and suggested “The rest of William’s history has little 

thematic similarity to the preface.”69 Antonia Gransden even posits that his prologue may 

have been written after the History of English Affairs and/or circulated on its own.70 She 

reasons that William saw Geoffrey’s history as a threat to English power because it gave 

the Celtic peoples their own heroes, most especially Arthur.71 Figures such as these can 

quickly become rallying points for rebellion or usurpation. Her argument hinges on 

William’s later interest in the Welsh uprisings and in Arthur of Brittany (1187-1203), son 

of Geoffrey, Duke of Brittany (1158-1186), Henry II’s fourth son. 

 Prologue theory and patterns suggest that Gransden is mistaken. William’s 

prologue is in three sections, plus a dedicatory epistle to Ernald, Abbot of Rievaulx from 

1192 to 1199. The first section discusses his distant historical predecessors, mentioning 

Bede and Gildas by name. The second and longest section critiques Geoffrey of 
                                                
67 Nancy Partner, Serious Entertainments, 72; Isidore of Seville, Etymologies, IX.iii.44: “A camp is where a 
solider would be stationed. It is called a camp (castra) as if it were ‘chaste’ (castus), or because there 
sexual desire would be castrated (castrare) – for a woman never entered camp.” 
68 William of Newburgh, History of English Affairs, III.vii. 
69 Staunton, The Historians of Angevin England, 85. 
70 Gransden, Legends, Traditions and History, 20-22. 
71 See also Julia Crick, “The British Past and the Welsh Future: Gerald of Wales, Geoffrey of Monmouth 
and Arthur of Britain,” Celtica 23 (1990): 60-75. 
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Monmouth. The third section discusses his more recent historical predecessors and 

contemporaries, ending with a brief summary of the narrative to follow. He agrees with 

the prologue structure of Gervase of Canterbury and Ralph Diceto’s chronicles, which 

distinguish between ancient predecessors, recent predecessors, and contemporary authors, 

while he emphasized the importance of historical integrity because of the eternal and 

divine purpose history serves (see details on Gervase below). Additionally, William 

adheres to appropriate prologue themes even in his critique. William had a predisposition 

to portray the various peoples of the British Isles other than the English as ‘other’ in 

Edward Said’s classic formulation – but so did a large swathe of English writers in the 

twelfth and thirteenth centuries.72 This certainly indicates a concern for cultural identity 

and political power structures, but it glosses over the overriding purpose of history in 

medieval England to teach future generations particular lessons. William’s history is not 

concerned with the maintenance or reinforcement of English identity for the simple fact 

that he starts his narrative with 1066 instead of with the invasion of the Germanic groups 

or a legendary connection with Troy, or even Jerome’s history starting with creation. He 

could have easily started by copying Bede, as many of his contemporaries and 

predecessors did, automatically granting himself some credibility.73 

                                                
72 Nancy Partner, Serious Entertainments, 64-65; Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 
1978, 2004), 65-67. See also Milica Bakić-Hayden, “Nesting Orientalisms: The Case of Former 
Yugoslavia,” Slavic Review 54 (1995): 917-931, who offers a variant of Said’s idea of Orientalism to apply 
to differences in semi-homogenous cultural groups, such as the peoples of the British Isles. The general 
reference is to medieval frontier studies, which has its own extensive bibliography. For the British Isles, see 
especially Robin Frame, Colonial Ireland, 1169-1369, 2nd ed. (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2012); Max 
Lieberman, The Medieval March of Wales: The Creation and Perception of a Frontier, 1066-1283 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011); Robert Bartlett and Angua MacKay, ed. Medieval 
Frontier Societies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), esp. 2-21, 77-126, 177-196, 245-266; Patrick 
Duffy, “The Nature of the Medieval Frontier in Ireland,” Studia Hibernica no. 22/23 (1982/1983): 21-38; 
D. Hay, “England, Scotland and Europe: The Problem of the Frontier,” Transactions of the Royal 
Historical Society 25 (1975): 77-91. 
73 Beer, In Their Own Words, 104-110. 
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 William’s concern was with moral action. He judges every major figure and 

event. William the Conqueror “assailed innocent Christians as an enemy…and for this 

reason he doubtless incurred in God’s eyes as much guilt as he acquired glory before 

men.”74 Robert Curthose (d.1134), William Rufus (r.1087-1100), and Stephen of Blois 

(r.1135-1154) all broke sacred oaths.75 Breaking these oaths was a ‘slippery slope,’ 

leading the English kingdom to ruin and depravity because the exemplars of their 

morality, the nobility, could not hold up their end of the deal. This was a blight on 

England’s proud history, which was supposed to have been “unaffected by this and other 

plagues of heresy whereas in other parts of the world numerous heresies have 

sprouted…But once the Britons were driven out and the English nation [natio Anglorum] 

took possession of the island, so that its name became England and no longer Britain, no 

poison of heretical plague has boiled up out of her.”76 It was not English superiority that 

placed them above native Britons, but Roman Christianity’s superiority over paganism 

and heresy. 

 It is interesting that the two oldest copies of William’s history from the very early 

thirteenth century, London, BL Stowe MS 62 and London, Lambeth Palace Library MS 

73 also contain a collection of his sermons that follow immediately after the end of it. 

History was supposed to reveal and convey Truth in the Middle Ages, in a not dissimilar 

way to a sermon. For Geoffrey to purposefully misrepresent the past, and to give 

legitimate prophetic visions to a pagan like Merlin in a work claiming to be history was a 

literary invention that jeopardized the pastoral care of William and his fellow clerics. In 

his sermon on Saint Alban, a semi-legendary martyr from the first century CE, William 

                                                
74 William of Newburgh, History of English Affairs, I.41. 
75 William of Newburgh, History of English Affairs, I.38-42, 43-44, 53-54. 
76 William of Newburgh, History of English Affairs, II.57-58. 
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says that even though St. Alban was a Briton and a pagan, his martyrdom purified him 

and his later cult brought him into the larger body of the English Church.77 Just as St. 

Alban was able to be acculturated to proper Christianity, so the Britons should acculturate 

themselves to the English. National identity was inexorably linked with Christian 

identity. Thus, Geoffrey’s misrepresentation of British/English history was 

misrepresenting Christian history, the latter of which was an egregious sin. Far from his 

history and prologue not agreeing, his critique of Geoffrey he emphasizes the most 

critical point of his history.  

 

Prologues in the South  
 
 Ralph Diceto (d.1199/1200) entered the community at St. Paul’s in London, 

probably in the 1130s, after studying in Paris and traveling with a papal delegation in the 

aftermath of Thomas Becket’s death. He eventually became dean of St. Paul’s.78 His 

Abbreviationes chronicorum covers from creation to 1147 in annalistic entries, still 

relatively rare in English histories in the twelfth century. Notably, his prologue offers a 

tripartite division of history coupled with a list of important historical authors who wrote 

in each period. Most remarkable, though, are his capitula imaginum, marginal symbols 

that occur just after his prologue that act as a reference tool for easy topical navigating 

according to topic (see Conclusion epigraph, below). The Ymagines historiarum is a 

narrative chronicle covering 1148 to 1199, using a considerable range of materials and a 

wide range of documents from England, the Continent, and as far away as Jerusalem. 

Interestingly, in lieu of a prologue he provides an extensive annalistic summary of the 
                                                
77 William of Newburgh, The Sermons of William of Newburgh, ed. A.B. Kraebel (Toronto: Pontifical 
Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 2010), ll.2-15, 621-649, p. 21-22. 
78 J.F.A. Mason, “Ralph Diceto,” DNB.  
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Ymagines. In the Stubbs edition it is a full twenty pages (the history itself covers just over 

320 pages). It covers all of the years the narrative proper does, but lists almost 

exclusively births, deaths, marriages, and successions of European royal families and 

popes. Though it lacks the authorial perspective of a formal prologue, this annalistic 

introduction exemplifies the work’s utilitarian purpose. Bishops Stubbs, whose Rolls 

Series edition is still the most recent, contends that London, Lambeth Palace Library MS 

8 is the final version of both histories and was still in the St. Paul’s library when Edward 

I came to visit.79 The lack of a formal prologue in Ymagines hints that that it could have 

been written as a continuation of Abbreviationes, but a full investigation of this questions 

is outside the scope of this dissertation. 

 Most scholars view Ralph as a moderate historian who avoided forming 

controversial opinions.80 This makes some sense. As a long-term administrator in the see 

of London, Ralph traveled in the social circles of high politics. It required discretion to 

stay in the good graces of the pope and English crown, especially in potentially explosive 

situations like the death of Thomas Becket (d.1170). He copied Robert of Torigni’s 

moderate stance on the ‘two swords’ of spiritual and temporal power while asserting his 

loyalty to Henry II and English royalty.81 That is, he hoped that those wielding spiritual 

and temporal power could work together in unity. Like Roger of Howden, Ralph was a 

                                                
79 William Stubbs, Radulphi Diceto decani Lundonensis Opera historicae, 2 vol., RS 68, I.lxxxviii-xc. Full 
list of manuscripts Ibid, lxxxviii-c. Another copy of these works in Ralph’s hand is London, BL Cotton MS 
Claudius E.iii, though it is a revised recension. 
80 Charles Duggan and Anne Duggan, “Ralph de Diceto, Henry II and Becket with an Appendix on 
Decretal Letters,” in Authority and Power: Studies on Medieval Law and Government Presented to Walter 
Ullman on his seventieth birthday, ed. Brian Tierney and Peter Linehan (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1980), 60. 
81 Ralph Diceto, Opera Historicae, I.295; Robert of Torigni, Chronicle, RS 82, 4.168; Charles Duggan, 
“Richard of Ilchester: Royal Servant and Bishop,” Transactions of the Royal Historical Society 16 (1966): 
1, 9-10; Charles and Anne Duggan, “Ralph Diceto,” 61. For an overview of the history and development of 
the ‘two swords,’ see Lester Field, Liberty, Dominion, and the Two Swords: On the Origins of Western 
Political Thought (South Bend, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1998). 
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well-connected administrator in a political hub and had access to many administrative 

documents, which he uses a lot and cites on occasion.82 In Ymagines, he even included a 

number of his own letters83  

 Ralph often uses historical precedents to justify his stance on controversial issues, 

presenting rational arguments rather than quick judgments.84 Most scholars will cite the 

precedents he offers in Ymagines to the rebellion of Henry II’s sons in 1173, starting with 

the rebellion of Jephthah against his father Gilead in the book of Judges. He cites 

examples all the way through the eleventh century from all over the medieval world 

before he details his account of the Plantagenet sons’ own rebellion. His chronicle entry 

for 1173 jumps back in time, and then progresses forward again until he returns to 1173. 

Ralph demonstrates this method at the beginning of Abbreviationes, too, citing prologues 

from authoritative works in a similar manner. Like Herodotus and Thucydides, Ralph 

demonstrates his method’s effectiveness at the outset so audiences will be appropriately 

prepared to understand his semi-thematic narrative – innovative for his day, and another 

detail suggesting a link between the two texts. 

 Ralph’s extended prologue is the longest one cited here. His first one, labeled 

praefatio, explains how his twelve symbols “accommodate memory more easily” so that 

“you will be able to find something in its complete form.”85 He lists the twelve symbols 

(see Introduction, n.23). Next, follow two letters between Ralph and John, Archbishop of 

Lyons, a prominent voice in the Becket dispute.86 Why he included these letters is 

                                                
82 A partial list of these sources was compiled in Anne and Charles Duggan, “Ralph Diceto,” 72-81. 
83 Henry Bainton, “History and the Written Word in the Angevin Empire (c.1154-c.1200)” (PhD. Diss., 
University of York, 2010), 30-55. 
84 Staunton, The Historians of Angevin England, 187-188. 
85 Ralph Diceto, Opera Historica, I.3. 
86 Otherwise known as John of Canterbury, John of Poitiers, John of Belmeis, Jean aux Belles-Mains. He 
was bishop of Poitiers from 1162-1181 and archbishop of Lyon from 1181 to 1193. See John Gillingham, 
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unclear, but he wants to indicate his continual focus on the relationship between Church 

and state to foreshadow the contentious political circumstances between Henry II and the 

Church after Becket’s murder. After these letters, Ralph offers a basic lesson on 

geography, listing all the regions in the known world, a list which he says was taken from 

Burchard of Worms (c.950/955-1050), famously the author of a well-known Decretum 

that laid the foundation for later canon-law collectors such as Ivo of Charters (c.1040-

1115).87 The list is similar to a notitia dignatum, an official list of all Roman civil and 

military positions, including a list of provinces.88 After this general list, Ralph gives a 

more detailed description of significant places throughout the British Isles, focusing 

especially on England. Many of these are mythical and semi-legendary, “Wonders of 

Britain” (De mirabilibus Britanniae). Lastly, he includes a simple list of the archbishops 

of Canterbury. 

 He places his formal prologue (prologus) next, giving his fixed chronology from 

creation to 1188. The Claudius manuscript says 1190, but neither date is accurate as the 

Abbreviationes ends in 1147. Possibly, Ralph is referring to the composition date, which 

                                                                                                                                            
Richard the Lionheart, 2nd ed. (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1989), 65, 280; Anne Duggan, ed. and 
tr., “Letter 51,” in The Correspondence of Thomas Becket Archbishop of Canterbury 1162-1170, 2 vol. 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), I.216-217; Charles Duggan, “Bishop John and Archdeacon 
Richard of Poitiers: Their Roles in the Becket Dispute and Its Aftermath,” in Thomas Becket: Actes du 
Colloque International de Sédières 19-24 Aout 1973, ed. Raymonde Foreville (Paris: Beauchesne 1975), 
63-71. 
87 Stubbs thinks Ralph’s citation is mistaken. The same geographic list can be found in Siwart Haverkamp, 
ed., Eutropii Breviarium historiae Romanae, cum metaphrasis Greaca Paeanii… (Leiden: Johan Arnold 
Langerak, 1729). 
88 See Robert Ireland, ed., Notitia Dignatum (Stuttgart: Teubner, 1999); Oxford, Bodleaian Library MS 
Canon. Misc. 378, 
http://bodley30.bodley.ox.ac.uk:8180/luna/servlet/view/all/what/MS.+Canon.+Misc.+378?sort=Shelfmark
%2cFolio_Page%2cRoll_%23%2cFrame_%23, accessed June 20, 2017; Munich, Bayerische Staats 
Bibliothek Clm 10291, http://daten.digitale-
sammlungen.de/~db/bsb00005863/images/index.html?id=00005863&fip=86.132.15.248&no=5&seite=1, 
accessed June 20, 2017. 
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was subsequently updated in the Claudius manuscript, which is a slightly later recension. 

Next, he describes his tripartite division of history:  

 
 Ancient Antiquity [vetustissima]. Begin [principium] from the beginning 

[principio], therefore, with Hebrew truth, with the seventy 
translators…nevertheless, hold your reverence for the past, whose traces are 
honored; to not devote reverence nears foolhardiness, [and is] full of arrogance. 

  
 Antiquity [vetera]…If things please you, you may imitate them, if you decide 

them reprobate, they are avoided with restraint. If you will write contradictory 
things, it is reckless to thoughtlessly prefer Orosius to Eusebius…or Bede to 
Tertullian. You should remember traditions by means of [our] great 
[ancestors]…but it is beyond possibility to solve disputes in this or other things 
through the year 1148. 

  
 Modern times [moderna]. But before [the reader] arrives at the title of the 
 subsequent volumes, he will find the names of illustrious men and the diverse 
 times in which they flourished most. Also added [are] the prologues of others, so 
 that if they [the audience] cannot easily access these handsome volumes, there [in 
 the prologues] he will at least learn and/or understand a summary, and they will 
 be left to posterity through the generations to come as a memorial.89 
 
Ralph emphasizes different aspect of historiographic method in each of these sections. 

For ancient antiquity, he makes sure to note that even though the oldest accounts are 

pagan, difficult to understand, and may disagree with modern history, they still serve a 

useful purpose as a record of the past. For ancient history, he follows the standard 

medieval position of deferring to authoritative Christian historians. Interestingly, he does 

not try to reconcile conflicting timelines as Eusebius/Jerome does, nor does he defer to 

someone like Bede who tried to objectively compute a timeline. Rather, he simply admits 

that chronology is often conflicting and confusing, and it is near impossible to confirm 

events out of recent memory because of this. This further suggests Ralph is more 

concerned with thematic organization rather than chronological organization. Lastly, his 

                                                
89 Ralph Diceto, Opera Historicae, I.18-20. This translation is my own. A full translation of the formal 
prologue is found in Lake, Ancient and Medieval Prologues, 256-258. 



Texas Tech University, Lane J. Sobehrad, August 2017 

 302 

section on modern times contains many of the standard prologue themes such as a 

statement of inadequacy, a call for the aid of his more competent peers, assertion that his 

narrative will be brief and easy to understand, and a claim that he used as many sources 

as he could. Ralph ends the prologue by telling the audience any marginal notations in the 

present text are likely his own, amending and emending the narrative as necessary.  

 The final part of the extended prologue begins with the De viris illustribus of 

notable writers. He lists figures from Pompeius Trogus (fl. 1st cent.) to the twelfth 

century, including an entry for himself, followed by prologue excerpts of those illustrious 

men.90 For the purpose of this dissertation, this is Ralph’s most important contribution. In 

the section on modern times, he states the best way to learn the method and general 

content of a work is to read its prologue. Then he provides some of those prologues, 

presumably because more extensive excerpts would needlessly lengthen his chronicle that 

was ostensibly on English history (and thus neither brief, nor easily understood). In this 

way, Ralph exposes his audience to Roman history, early Christian history, European 

history, and English history in a way that is more informative than the simple names 

listed in most other prologues and provides his readers immediate reference points they 

can use to compare Ralph’s history. In addition, it shows that the medieval English and 

French intellectual communities were aware of each other: it especially illustrates the 

Victorine influence on medieval English education and literature.91 

                                                
90 He quotes the prologues of the Epitome of Philippic History of Justin (fl. 2nd cent. CE), the 
Hypomnemata of St. Hegesippus’ (c.110-c.180 CE), Augustine’s City of God, Orosius’ Against the Pagans, 
Eusebius’ Chronicle, Bede’s Ecclesiastical History (including his description of Britain), Robert of 
Torigni’s Chronicle, Hugh of St. Victor’s Chronicle, and Ivo of Chartres’ Decretum. He also quotes Julius 
Caesar’s De Bello Gallico and Eusebius/Jerome’s chronicle on the division of time. 
91 Grover Zinn, Jr., “The Influence of Hugh of St. Victor’s Chronicon on the Abbreviationes Chronicorum 
of Ralph of Diceto,” Speculum 52, no. 1 (January 1977): 38-61. 
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 Another historian from the south who provides unique insight into the 

historiographic methods of medieval England is Gervase of Canterbury (c.1145, d. in or 

after 1210). He was a lifetime member of the Benedictine cathedral priory at Christ 

Church Canterbury, and his community called on him to investigate the Thomas Becket 

affair and to survey local and national disputes between church and state as well as 

bishop and chapterhouse.92 Unsurprisingly, as the official historian of Christ Church, he 

showcases Canterbury and its institutions prominently in his work. The event that 

features most significantly is the fire of 1174, which caused the great roof and columns of 

the cathedral to collapse.93 He even later wrote an expanded version of these events, the 

Actus Pontificum Cantuariensis Ecclesia, which not only investigates events surrounding 

the fire, but also offers a full history of the cathedral and its communities, institutions, 

and local geography.94 He does the same for major historical figures in a collection that 

appears very much like a De viris illustribus, focused specifically on English kings and 

archbishops of Canterbury because all the great deeds performed by these men needed to 

be recorded and remembered.95 His Mappa Mundi greatly expands Bede’s traditional 

description of Britain, because “In the writing of the ancient fathers, we see England had 

twenty forts and eight walled cities, and heavily fortified castles, [and] whatever of these 

that remain in the present day, nevertheless many have disappeared in name, while others 

scarcely appear credibly as ruins.”96 In other words, important geographical features, 

                                                
92 G.H. Martin, “Gervase of Canterbury,” DNB. 
93 Gervase of Canterbury, Chronica, 2 vol., RS 73, I.1-91, 250. For theories surrounding the cause of this 
event, see Peter Kidson, “Gervase, Becket, and William of Sens,” Speculum 68, no. 4 (October 1993): 969-
991. 
94 Gervase of Canterbury, Actus Pontificum Cantuariensis Ecclesia, RS 73, II.325-413. 
95 Gervase of Canterbury, Gesta Regum, RS 73, II.3-105. 
96 Gervase of Canterbury, Mappa Mundi, II.414. 
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man-made or otherwise, change over time. Good historians will reflect these changes so 

as to present their audience the best knowledge. 

 The centrality of the Canterbury fire is demonstrated in his chronicle’s structure. 

The first ninety pages of the chronicle explains the context and history surrounding the 

cathedral, along with the various positions the monks of Christ Church, the archbishop, 

and the monks of St. Augustine’s, Canterbury, took on assorted disputes. Presenting all 

sides of an argument was standard practice for Gervase. He continues the Canterbury 

tradition of asserting the independence of the Church from secular influence.97 However, 

Gervase is aware of a wider context.98 Stephen’s anarchy hurt England, but really hurt 

Canterbury. “There was famine across the land” so severe that Canterbury had to break 

up and distribute a bunch of its important ornaments and possessions in order to take care 

of its people. 

 Gervase also explains other features important to good history, such as identifying 

forgeries.99 He chastises the monks of St. Augustine’s for creating a forgery intended to 

support their independence from the archbishop. The parchment was old, but the writing 

and ink were not.100 Perhaps unsurprisingly, Canterbury also ends up with a positive 

comment in these accounts. His Chronica was building an ideal image of the church and 

the relationships between the archbishop, the monks, the local community, and the royal 

                                                
97 Staunton, Historians of Angevin England, 113. 
98 See e.g., Gervase, Chronica, I.142-144, 159, 169, 216-219, 257-259, 297-300, 305, 422-427. 
99 Gervase, Chronica, I.296-297; Gransden, Historical Writing in England, I.254-255. 
100 On medieval forgeries, see e.g. Bryan Davis, The Making of Medieval Forgeries: False Documents in 
Fifteenth Century England (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2004); Charles Duggan, “Improba pestis 
falsitatis – Forgeries and the Problem of Forgery in Twelfth-Century Decretal Collections,” in Decretals 
and the Creation of New Law in the Twelfth Century (New York: Routledge, 1998); John McGurk, 
“Forgery in the Middle Ages,” History Today 20, no. 1 (January 1970), http://www.historytoday.com/jjn-
mcgurk/forgery-middle-ages, accessed July 1, 2017; Christopher N.L. Brooke, “Approaches to Medieval 
Forgery,” Journal of the Society of Archivists 3, no. 8 (1968): 377-386.  
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government.101 If his prologue is trustworthy, these relationships were to serve as 

examples for houses at other institutions. 

 Interestingly, his prologue has its own prologue, which he labels an ingressus. In 

this, he does not discuss historical method at all, but asserts that three things spur people 

to wicked deeds: demons; the world; the flesh.102 Demons subvert the mind, the world 

entices people’s senses, and the flesh takes advantage of their innate predisposition to sin. 

Gervase describes this process as a syllogism, in which the devil implants a major 

premise in your mind, the world adds a minor premise as experiential context, and the 

flesh reaches the conclusion to sin. This is a standard syllogistic formula in the Middle 

Ages, ultimately derived from Aristotle’s Categories, Porphyry’s Isagoge, and especially 

Boehtius’ Prior Analytics.103 The solutions to these three temptations are prohibition, 

order, and example. Prohibition eliminates innate desire, orders appear in the form of 

biblical commandments to do good, and history offers examples to help people 

distinguish between good and evil. This cannot be accomplished with a single source, but 

“Therefore, it was useful and really necessary that the dark gloom of ignorance is 

illuminated by many lamps.”104 The placement of this statement first suggests, again, that 

history is supposed to be used, ultimately, for divine things. The discussion of historical 

method that follows this first prologue is secondary. This prologue also suggests that the 

common assertion by medieval historians that history was supposed to teach lessons was 

                                                
101 Marie-Pierre Gelin, “Gervase of Canterbury, Christ Church and the Archbishops,” Journal of 
Ecclesiastical History 60, no. 3 (July 2009): 450, 449-463. 
102 Both prologues are translated in Lake, Ancient and Medieval Prologues, 263-269. 
103 Gervase may also have been aware of his near contemporary Peter Abelard (1079-1142), whose ideas of 
syllogisms can be found in Dialectica: First Complete Edition of the Parisian Manuscript, ed. L.M. de Rijk 
(Assen: Van Gorcum, 1970) and Peter King, “Peter Abailard and the Problem of Universals in the Twelfth 
Century,” 2 vol. (PhD. Diss., Princeton University, 1982).  
104 Gervase, Chronica, I.86. 
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neither convention, nor anachronistic, nor even theological, but rather was based on 

logical dialectic rooted in the classical tradition. 

 The second prologue contains Gervase’s most famous passage on the distinction 

between chronicles and histories. Though both often use the same resources and pursue 

truth, the biggest difference is in their approach. Histories must use rhetorical flourish 

and entertain their audiences with literary pizzazz, while chronicles can be 

straightforward in their narrative and largely without aesthetic eloquentiae. He also 

distinguishes chronicles and histories according to the subject matter covered. Histories 

should cover recent events according to a rational thought process, while chronicles 

should accurately calculate time and provide brief entries for important figures within 

that chronological framework. He also admits that many historians begin a work of one 

kind, but end up incorporating aspects of another. He discusses, in regards to the debate 

over Easter computation, how historians use “bombastic verbiage” (verbis ampullosis) to 

execute their goals because they emphasize rhetorical persuasion, while chronicles utilize 

a “humble style” (humili de modo) because precise anni Domini are critical to 

conceptualizing a divinely ordered world. Gervase notes that while his work is called a 

chronicle, “I do not believe I should be reckoned among the authors of chronicles, 

however, because I am not writing for a public library, but for you, my brother Thomas, 

and for our poor little family.”105 

 That is, histories should be targeted to a particular audience to learn particular 

lessons or to perhaps to reinforce community boundaries, while chronicles are supposed 

to be for the education of the public at large, the wider community of medieval 

Christendom. Chronicles and histories may have similar subject matter, but in a history 
                                                
105 Gervase, Chronica, I.89; translated by Lake, Ancient and Medieval Prologues, 268. 
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targeted to a local or regional community, supernatural occurrences are much less likely 

to be found in contemporary history than in the distant past, as the memory of those 

involved may well question spurious events. In a work with a wide audience, however, 

where readers may or may not be familiar with a wide range of events, questionable 

assertions may pass as plausible argument (argumentum). Histories, therefore, allow 

greater authorial creativity because their events are still open to interpretation by a 

contemporary audience, while chronicles must be more derivative because it is much 

harder to verify the record of the past. Gransden suggests Gervase’s desire “to compile 

rather than write” indicates the practical interchangeable nature of these terms, as well as 

verifying Gervase’s statement that chroniclers and historians often use aspects of both 

genres in their work.106 To Gervase, chronicles and histories differ in form, not purpose. 

As with his update of Bede’s description of Britain in Mappa Mundi, Gervase seems to 

update Isidore’s definition of annals, chronicle, and history in Chronica. 

 The last prologues investigated here are those of the Gesta Regum Anglorum by 

William of Malmesbury (c.1080-c.1143). His historiographic method has been well 

covered in modern scholarship, and will thus simply be summarized. His practice helps 

illustrate the tendencies of the prologues described in the previous two chapters. William 

fills this role well as his lengthy history has a multitude of prefatory passages, and is 

generally held as the gold standard of high medieval English historiography. It is 

available in a complete modern edition in parallel translation. Most important to my 

argument is the work of Sigbjørn Sønnesyn, whose analysis of William’s historical 

writing argues, “the well-known assertion made by classical and medieval historians of 

the ultimate moral purpose of historical writing and reading, so often dismissed as an 
                                                
106 Gervase, Chronica, I.89; Gransden, Historical Writing in England, I.260. 
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embarrassment, an irrelevance or an aberration, is not a mere topos, but indicative of a 

fundamental attitude towards learning in general and historiography in particular that 

guided the practice of history as a discipline and literary genre in a fundamental way.”107 

He continues by observing that modern scholarship has largely ignored this important 

aspect of William’s historical method. Notably, in all of his writings, historical or 

otherwise, his prologues state that learning is supposed to aid the process of salvation. 

William sums up this idea in the prologue to Book II of Gesta Regum Anglorum: 

 Having plumbed the most intimate depths of the part of ethics, I defer to its 
 majesty, as it is intrinsically accessible to the inquirer, and puts souls in order for 
 living well; I hold history in particular regard, as it establishes good habits 
 through a delightful relation of events, and, using examples, excites readers to 
 pursue the good and avoid evil.108 
 
Such a statement is powerful in light of the generally held opinion that William was the 

most read scholar of his age.109 It is especially relevant for this dissertation’s argument 

that prologues establish community and continuity inasmuch as William’s wide learning 

and love of classical history and literature promotes the core ethical stance that people are 

supposed to progress towards the highest good despite massive cultural changes around 

them.110 The first two books of the Gesta Regum Anglorum describe rise of the ancient 

gens Anglorum from savage pagans to righteous Christians, though they eventually 

strayed from this path for a while. His idea of a people or nation (gens) was based on 
                                                
107 Sønnesyn, William of Malmesbury and the Ethics of History (Woodbridge, UK: Boydell, 2012), 3. 
108 William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum, 149-150; Sønnesyn, William of Malmesbury, 7. 
109 Rodney Thompson, William of Malmesbury, 2nd ed. (Woodbridge, UK: Boydell, 2003), 40. For a list of 
works known to William, see Thompson’s series of articles: “The Reading of William of Malmesbury,” 
Revue Bénédictine 85, no. 3-4 (1975): 362-402; “The Reading of William of Malmesbury, Addenda and 
Corrigenda,” Revue Bénédictine 86, no. 3-4 (1976): 327-335; “The Reading of William of Malmesbury: 
Further Additions and Reflections,” Revue Bénédictine 89, no. 3-4 (1979): 313-325; “The Scriptorium of 
William of Malmesbury,” in Medieval Scribes, Manuscripts and Libraries, Essays presented to N.R. Ker, 
ed. M.B. Parkes and A.G. Watson (London: Scholar Press, 1978), 117-142; “More Manuscripts from the 
Scriptorium of William of Malmesbury,” Scriptorium 35, no. 1 (1981): 48-54. See also Neil Wright, 
“William of Malmesbury and Latin Poetry: Further Evidence for a Benedictine’s Reading,” Revue 
Bénédictine 101, no. 1-2 (1991): 122-153. 
110 Sønnesyn, William of Malmesbury, 259-260. 
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classical and patristic formulations of people as inherently social creatures and even 

though gens etymology conveys biological community building, in practice it was unified 

through common community goals.111 Great figures in these communities, both sacred 

and secular, served as metaphorical heads able to powerfully shape communities, but 

concurrently attached to their body and subject to their needs.112 Medieval people 

ultimately held things to be plausible (argumentum) or truthful (veritas) in relation to the 

Truth, as opposed to the modern scientific notion of truth as the aggregate of individual 

things that are true.113 The only way to learn more about this truth was by reading and 

thinking, and in his prologues William offers guidance on how to do this. 

 Gesta Regum Anglorum includes three dedicatory epistles and a prologue before 

each of its five books. The first letter is to King David of Scotland (r.1124-1153), though 

Matilda (c.1107-1167), daughter of Henry I and Stephen’s contender in the fight for the 

throne after her father’s death, was the real subject of the letter. William compliments her 

patronage and gifts to the church and her esteemed lineage, noting that since she has died, 

it would be in the interest of preserving this great family’s history to continue such 

support. The second letter is addressed directly to Matilda, again praising her piety, but 

this time noting “It is true that in the old days books of this kind were written for kings or 

queens in order to provide them with a sort of pattern for their own lives.”114 He notes 

Matilda’s interest in these patterns inspired her to fund this project focused on her family, 

but her death led to friends and family asking William to expand the project in her honor, 

                                                
111 Sønnesyn, William of Malmesbury, 33-42; Krishan Kumar, “Aspects of the Western Utopian Tradition,” 
History of the Human Sciences 16, no. 1 (2003): 63-77.  
112 The classic work is Ernst Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies: A Study in Medieval Political Theology 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1957). 
113 E.g., Anselm of Canterbury, De Veritate. 
114 William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum, 6-7. 
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and because it “was quite wrong that the memory of those great men should remain 

buried and their deeds die with them.”115 The third letter is addressed to Robert, Earl of 

Gloucester (d.1147), an illegitimate son of Henry I who was one of Matilda’s chief 

supporters against Stephen. This letter provides the first indication of William’s 

perspective on the utility of history. “Men of lower degree adopt as their own the virtues 

of those above them,” he says, implying the critical purpose of a morally upright ruler, 

since everyone beneath him will (theoretically) mimic his virtue. “If we write anything 

that deserves to live; it is your energy, since it is by the perils you undergo that you buy 

our peace,” he continues in a long-winded way of stating history offers examples to live 

by. 

 The prologue to Book I lists his predecessors in writing English history including 

Bede, Æthelweard, and Eadmer. He claims he is writing because of a request from 

Matilda and his other friends, “in part moved by love of my country…to mend the broken 

chain of our history [between Bede and the Conquest], and give a Roman polish to the 

rough annals [i.e. the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle] of our native speech.”116 Note his claim of 

Englishness and that Roman rhetorical flair is useful for historical writing. Next, he gives 

a summary of Book I and very brief summaries of Books II-V. He ends this prologue 

with a statement that in his research, he used authorities and only reliable witnesses. 

Significantly, he says “I do not greatly value the judgment of my contemporaries either 

way; posterity I trust…if it cannot praise my style, at least will pay a tribute to my 

industry.” This statement does not fit the standard humility topos William displays 

elsewhere, but it is perhaps in the same vein, albeit more reserved than William of 

                                                
115 William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum, 8-9. 
116 William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum, 14-15. 
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Newburgh’s critique of Geoffrey of Monmouth. He is traditional in his emphasis on 

intention and hard work over accuracy and style. 

 The prologue to Book I was completely standard in its themes and content. The 

prologue to Book II instead discusses the benefits of learning (see quote above). Notably, 

here William describes his efforts in assembling an impressive library so that he might 

have enough sources to write a really good history, “to bring forcibly into the light thing 

lost in the rubbish-heap of the past.”117 His claims of wide research are followed by a 

brief topical summary and a standard statement of humility, calling on his brothers to 

correct him if he is mistaken, contradicting his statement of superiority in Book I’s 

prologue. 

 The prologue to Book III enters into contemporary history, which, according to 

Gervase of Canterbury, should mean the historian takes a different approach to the 

narrative. William does this, asserting his attempt at impartiality in his assessment of 

William the Conqueror (r.1066-1087). Notably, he promises “I shall not, however, waste 

much time in telling of things of no practical value…My chosen province is to extenuate 

faults, so far as I can without sacrificing truth, and to praise good actions without undue 

verbiage.”118 Practical value, then, is moral value and the ability to judge right from 

wrong. He ends this prologue with a Ciceronian statement: “I trust I have said enough to 

make him [the reader] attentive [attentum] and receptive [docilem], and he with his usual 

kindness will bring himself to be well-disposed [benevolus].” 

 The prologue to Book IV changes themes again, this time claiming that 

contemporary history is often difficult because, if there is not enough chronological 

                                                
117 William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum, 150-151. 
118 William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum, 424-425. 
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distance between the author and the subject matter, “truth is often disastrous and 

falsehoods profitable,” potentially leading otherwise good men astray for the sake of a 

good story.119 Strategically, he claims he was going to avoid contemporary history 

because of these potential dangers, but his friends and community would not let him. This 

strategy allows him to be wrong without taking real blame or criticism, as he has stated 

his fears and worries up front. He ends this prologue with a statement on his audience, 

noting “my purpose is to make the work of many writers accessible to many readers,” 

suggesting one purpose a historian serves is as a record interpreter, especially for those 

texts otherwise  inaccessible through language, manuscript condition, or location.  

 The prologue to Book V offers a brief summary, followed by a statement of 

inadequacy, and a methodological statement that there is no possible way he could assess 

and narrate all of the documents relating to the reign of Henry I. He ends by stating he 

will abide by the principles he set forth if the previous four books. 

 
Conclusion 
 
 National histories are an old historical genre in the Middle Ages, potentially 

emerging early with “historians of the barbarians” such as Gregory of Tours (c.538-594), 

Paul the Deacon (c.720-799), Jordanes (fl. 6th cent.), and Bede.120 The rise of large, 

increasingly centralized kingdoms, and an intellectual community that was interested in 

self-reflection, encourages history that defined ethnic and cultural boundaries to make a 

come back in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.121 The British Isles became Britannia 

                                                
119 William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum, 540-541. 
120 See e.g., Walter Goffart, Narrators of Barbarian History (A.D. 550-800): Jordanes, Gregory of Tours, 
Bede, and Paul the Deacon (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988). 
121 Kersken, “High and Late Medieval National Historiography,” in Historiography in the Middle Ages, ed. 
Deliyannis, 181, 215-216. 
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and its people were the Angliae (or the Angelcynn), its predecessors the Anglo-Saxons, 

and its premier authority on cultural origins Bede.122 

 Whereas biographies and institutional histories usually restricted their source 

material so as to include only those events that affected their focused topic (with passing 

reference to wider issues), broadly conceived histories had no such restrictions. For 

example, the only restriction Walter Map adapted in his Courtier’s Tifles, intended to be 

a history of “our times” (nostris temporibus), that is, of contemporary events, was to 

restrict himself to the last hundred years or so.123 The most extensive discussion of this 

source selection is in Gervase of Canterbury’s chronicle prologue.  He states that “I have 

no desire to note down all those things which are memorable (memorabilia), but only 

those things which ought to be remembered (memoranda), that is, those things which are 

clearly worthy of remembrance.124 That is, every part of a work serves a purpose in its 

presentation or reception, intended or not.125 

 Leah Shopkow contends individual historical authors do not investigate the past 

on their own, but “the ships of history sail in fleets.”126 All histories concern origins of 

one kind or another, and they work together to maintain or create tradition and social 

order.127 In times of crisis, historical writing was a way to ease social tensions or preserve 

                                                
122 Sarah Foot, “The Making of Angelcynn: English Identity before the Norman Conquest,” Transactions of 
the Royal Historical Society 6 (1996): 25-46. 
123 Walter Map, De Nugis Curialum: Courtier’s Trifles, ed. & tr. M.R. James, C.N.L. Brooke, & R.A.B. 
Mynors (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983), 122-125. 
124 Gervase of Canterbury, Chronicle of Gervase, RS 73, I.89; translation by Christopher Given-Wilson, 
Chronicles: The Writing of History in Medieval England (London: Hambledon & London, 2004), 61. 
125 Gabrielle Spiegel, Romancing the Past: The Rise of Vernacular Historiography in Thirteenth-Century 
France (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), 2. 
126 Leah Shopkow, History and Community: Norman Historical Writing in the Eleventh and Twelfth 
Centuries (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1997), 2. 
127 Shopkow, History and Community, 22; James Fentress & Chris Wickham, eds., Social Memory 
(Malden, MA: Blackwell, 1992), ix-x, 144-146; Miche de Certeau, The Writing of History, tr. Tom Conley 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1988), 44. 



Texas Tech University, Lane J. Sobehrad, August 2017 

 314 

the status of elite cultural groups who usually sponsored historical projects.128 “Yes, 

indeed, in the recorded deeds of all peoples and nations…are the very judgments of 

God…knowledge of the past…distinguishes rational creatures from brutes, for brutes, 

whether men or beasts, do not know…about the origins, their race, and the events 

happening in their native land.”129 Henry of Huntingdon’s statement in the prologue of 

his History of the English People explains the importance of the claim to truth found in 

most historical prologues. If history is a record of what was collectively believed to have 

happened in the past by a community, then a dishonest historian is not only muddling a 

series of ordered facts, but also challenging the bonds of a community.130 

 One thing that is consistent in national histories is inconsistency, at least for 

subject entries. Ralph of Coggeshall (fl. 13th cent.), for example, spends almost nine 

pages in the Rolls Series edition pages covering 1191, but only four lines covering 

1190.131 Another theme is that with the exception of William of Malmesbury, the 

histories cited in this chapter were unfinished, suggesting such historical works were the 

province of veteran scholars, as well as that their ideas were not fully realized in the 

narrative. This makes their prologues even more valuable in the investigation of medieval 

historiography because the main ideas presented in the prologue may clarify narrative 

inconsistencies. They also raise important issues critical to understanding the medieval 

historical mind including how to divide the past, discussing whether historical genres 

                                                
128 Patrick Geary, Phantoms of Remembrance: Memory and Oblivion at the End of the First Millennium 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), 48-51; Richard Southern, “Aspects of the European 
Tradition of Historical Writing 4: The Sense of the Past,’’ Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 5th 
ser., 23 (1973): 246-249. 
129 Henry of Huntingdon, The History of the English People, 1000-1154, ed. and tr. Diana Greenway 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), I.3, p.4. 
130 Suzanne Fleischmann, “On the Reperesentation of History and Fiction in the Middle Ages,” History and 
Theory 22 (1983): 305. 
131 Ralph of Coggeshall, Chronicon Anglicanum, RS 66, 29-37; Staunton, Historians of Angevin England, 
109. 
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serve different functions, and constructing a practical history that also offers supernatural 

understanding. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

 
Ralph Diceto’s Abbreviationes chronicorum 

and Ymagines hystoriarum. are usually 

placed together in  their  manuscript 

tradition, and the images in Figure 2 are 

placed between the prologue and beginning 

of the text. These capitula imaginum are a 

practical mnemonic guide for navigating his 

chronicle.1 The symbols on the right were 

placed in the margins of the text indicating 

its subject. They each represent a topic or 

theme in Ralph’s works, allowing audiences 

to pick the things they want to learn about 

and find them in a quick skim through his 

chronicle. Are these signs part of the prologue? In the BL Royal manuscript image, the 

scribe seemed to think the prologue is the appropriate place for these signs.2 However, in 

a British Library manuscript (Cotton Claudius E.iii) the scribe has appended them to the 

end of Ralph’s works and another hand has tacked on an annalistic chronicle that 

continues Ralph’s work to 1272. In this case, the answer can be found in Lambeth Palace 

Library MS 8, which was produced at Diceto during Ralph’s life, and which placed the 

                                                
1 See Introduction, n.23 for a list of these twelve signs. Stubbs coins the term, capitula imaginum in RS 68, 
I.xc. 
2 For a full description of Ralph’s Manuscripts, see Stubbs, RS 68, I.lxxxviii-c. 

Figure 2. Twelve mnemonic symbols. Ralph Diceto, Ymagines 
Historiaum. London, BL, Royal MS E.vi., f.1r. 
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capitula imaginum right after the prologue. In one sense, placement at the front or back is 

perfectly acceptable, as prologues and epilogues are supposed to address the “cause of 

writing” (causa scribendi) in order to show the author’s awareness of the responsibility to 

produce a credible work.3  

 However, a simple, ordered scheme from the outset that allows audiences to 

access and store the information provides an opportunity for more efficient learning. 

Geoffrey of Vinsauf argues this in his important early thirteenth-century manual, The 

New Poetry (Poetria nova): “Let the mind’s interior compass first circle the whole extent 

of the material. Let a definite order chart in advance at what point the pen will take up its 

course, or where it will fix its Cadiz [its outermost goal and limit].”4 Here, Ralph 

demonstrates one of the key features of medieval historical prologues: even though 

authors dictate the themes, organization, and style of their text, the readers to determine 

the meaning, lessons, and truth to be gained from it. The dual purpose of prologues to 

make the reading experience easier and to ensure the conclusions the audiences reaches 

are more likely to agree with the author’s. Ralph’s capitula imaginum are unique, but are 

paralleled by other attempts to orient readers toward the obtainable knowledge in 

medieval English historiography. 

 

 

 

                                                
3 Peter Damian-Grint, The New Historians of the Twelfth-Century Renaissance: Inventing Vernacular 
Authority (Woodbridge, UK: The Boydell Press, 1999), 90-91; Logan Whalen, “The Prologues and the 
Epilogues of Marie de France,” in A Companion to Marie de France, ed. Whalen (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 1-4. 
4 Geoffrey of Vinsauf, Poetria nova, tr. Margaret Nims, Revised edition (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of 
Mediaeval Studies, 2010), 16-17. Cadiz definition from Carruthers and Zaiolkowski, The Medieval Craft of 
Memory, 6. 
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Historiography & Prologues in Medieval England 
 
 Prologues are a standard feature of medieval historical writing. This dissertation 

has surveyed prologues from antiquity through the Middle Ages, looking at both theory 

and practice. What does a study of prologues reveal about historiography? The 

theoretical, methodological, and pedagogical background of medieval historical authors 

affected their perception of the past generally, and their prologues specifically. 

Prescriptive instruction on letter-writing or preaching is thus not tangential, but essential 

to understanding authorial intent and literary construction.  

 For example, the two works by Wace (c.1110-c.1175) and Benoît de Sainte-

Maure (d.1173), the Roman de Rou and the Chronique de ducs de Normandie, 

commissioned by Henry II (r.1154-1189), are remarkable because an Anglo-Norman king 

seeking to legitimize his English crown had requested Old French verse in a field 

dominated by Latin historiographers. Henry II wanted to consolidate his authority of his 

title after the tumultuous reign of King Stephen (r.1135-1154), and it was an effective 

strategy for him to encourage historians to document his legitimate claim to the throne 

through his Norman ancestors.5 He was trying to assert power over historical and 

memorial perception by making these texts digestible and accessible to a wide audience, 

hence the vernacular language.6  Wace states in his prologues that London used to be 

called “New Troy” and that “What was once nobility” in Biblical antiquity “has perished 

and generosity has died along with it; I can’t find anyone who upholds its laws, no matter 

                                                
5 J.M. Wallace-Hadrill, Early Medieval History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975) 201. On how to 
make ‘new’ history appear as established custom, see Gabrielle Spiegel, “Political Utility in Medieval 
Historiography: A Sketch,” History and Theory 14, no. 3 (October 1975): 314-316. 
6 Matthew Innes, “Introduction: Using the Past, Interpreting the Present, Influencing the Future,” in The 
Uses of the Past in the Early Middle Ages, ed. Yitzhak Hen and Matthew Innes (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000), 4; Charity Urbanski, Writing; History for the King: Henry II and the Politics of 
Vernacular Historiography (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2013), 207. 
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how near or far I travel…except King Henry the second.”7 The ancient traditions of 

history are thus maintained, but purposefully directed to serve the needs of the ruling 

class. 

 The theory and format of prologues in historical works relied heavily on the 

classical rhetorical tradition, and, from antiquity through the thirteenth century, the 

function of prologues to persuade and entice remained consistent. Robert Hanning and 

Gabrielle Spiegel assert that such continuity, especially when expressed in “disciplinary 

jargon,” might “conceal more than it reveals of what a given work in that discipline is 

really about.”8 That is, the prologue may use the rhetorical forms and structures that have 

been discussed over the last four chapters, but those forms and structures do not 

necessarily reflect the historiographical intent of the histories or chronicles they preface. 

However, it seems difficult to dismiss prologues in this manner if one uses a wider 

interpretive lens that includes common, non-historical medieval curricula and literary 

skills. Medieval history, even though it was a “record of deeds done,” also included 

supernatural events, exaggerations, or alterations that the authors knew were not simple 

records of the past.9 History as literature, then, benefits from literary analysis and allows 

scholars to more precisely question materials unlikely to be based on experiential data.10 

Medieval history was intentional, just like other literature, and the most effective 

historians tended to be classically trained and to use classical forms, especially in their 

                                                
7 Wace, “Le Roman de Rou,” in Vernacular Literary Theory, ed. Wogan-Browne, et al., 29, 32. 
8 Robert Hanning, “Review of L'Historien au Moyen Âge by Benoît Lacroix and O. P. Montreal,” History 
and Theory 12, no. 4 (1973): 425-426; Spiegel, “ Political Utility,” 321-322, n.32. 
9 See Manning, Vision of History, 426. 
10 Joaquín Martínez Pizarro, “Mixed Modes in Historical Narratives,” in Narrative and History in the Early 
Medieval West, ed. Elizabeth Tyler and Ross Balzaretti (Turnhout: Brepols, 2006): 91. 
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prologues.11 Indeed, Gerald of Wales had such an education and admitted the purposeful 

manipulation of the historical record in his explanation of the intent of his Courtiers 

Trifles (De Nugis Curialium): “What a pleasant task it would be for me not to suppress 

the truth [about the king] in each and every matter and not in any way to cause him 

offence, though that is a task beyond my powers.”12 

 Potential inaccuracies did not prevent these same historians from warning 

audiences against them, nor from critiquing their peers for their faults in recording the 

past. Twelfth-century chronicler Alfred of Beverley states in his prologue, “on this 

prologued [praefata] history which seduced [me] to study, [its entries] clearly do not 

exceed belief, rather they delight in being read, and they adhere tenaciously to memory, 

and through them collected history strengthens truth as well as the rest [of the virtues].”13 

Yet Alfred, like many chroniclers of his day, includes things that do exceed empirical 

belief and a tenacious memory, such as some prophecies of Merlin.14 In addition, Alfred 

invented eighty-five speeches, conversations, and letters to add some narrative flair.15 

Such plausible narratives (argumentum, recall Isidore above) contribute to Benedict 

Anderson’s famous “imagined communities,” fostering a shared past and sense of unity 

                                                
11 For example, William of Poitiers, Guy of Amiens, and Odo of Bayeux were all classically trained, wrote 
about the Norman Conquest, and legitimized it by means of Christian expansion. See Elisabeth van Houts, 
“The Norman Conquest through European Eyes,” English Historical Review 110, no. 438 (September 
1995): 832-853. 
12 Walter Map, De nugis curialium, ed. and tr. M. R. James, C. N. L. Brooke, and R. A. B. Mynors 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983), 126. 
13 Alfred of Beverley, Alfredi Beverlacensis Annales sive Historia de Gestis Regum Britanniae, ed. Thomas 
Hearne (Oxford: Theatrus Sheldonianus, 1716), 2-3: “de praefata historia quaedam deflorare studui, ea 
videlicet quae fidem non excederent, et legentem delectarent, and memoriae tenacius adhaererent, and 
quorum veritatem eciam ceterarum historiarum collacio roboraret.” The edition is adapted from Oxford, 
Bodleian MS Rawlinson B.200. See also Wace, The History of the Norman People: Wace's Roman de Rou, 
tr. Glyn Burgess and Elisabeth van Houts (Turnhout: Brepols, 2004), ll.6395-6398; William of 
Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum: The History of the English Kings, ed. and tr. R.A.B. Mynors, R.M. 
Thompson, and M. Winterbottom, 2 vol. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998, 1999), i.26. 
14 Alfred of Beverley, Annals, 52-58; John P. Slevin, “The Historical Writing of Alfred of Beverley,” PhD. 
Dissertation (University of Exeter, 2013), 139-141. 
15 Slevin, “The Hisotrical Writing of Alfred of Beverley,” 120-123. 
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in common customs, whether real or created.16 Rooting this in the past offered legitimacy 

and auctoritas antiquitatis to both author and community, a “sense of unchanging reality” 

through constructed tradition.17  

 Constructed traditions appear in many places, including most notably for the 

arguments of this dissertation, in schools. Medieval curricula were commonly based 

around set-texts that students would study, and England was no exception. A 

representative example is an early thirteenth-century manuscript held at Nottingham 

University Library.18 It includes Cato’s Distychs (see above); the anonymous Ecloga 

Theoduli, a Carolingian dialogue between the Greek characters Alathia (truth) and 

Pseustis (falsehood) arbitrated by Phronesis (reason) in which Christian truth wins out 

over pagan falsehood in the style of Vergil’s Eclogues; the fables of Avianus (fl. 5th 

cent.), most of which can be found in the earlier Greek work by Babrius (fl. 2nd cent.), 

more commonly known as Aesop’s fables; the elegies of Maximianus (fl. 6th cent.), a 

lament on old age and lost love flooded with classical poetic references and techniques; 

of Statius’ (c.45-c.96 CE) the Achilleid, an epic poem offering a biography of Achilles; 

and The Rape of Persephone (De raptu Proserpinae) by Claudian (c.370-c.404), a mythic 

story that discusses the allegorical implications of the ancient story of Hades/Pluto taking 

Persephone as a prize from Zeus/Jupiter to prevent war in the heavens.19 Though 

                                                
16 R.R. Davies, The Matter of Britain and the Matter of England (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), 
15-24; Susan Reynolds, “Medieval Origines Gentium and the Community of the Realm,” History 68 
(1983): 375-390. 
17 Hugh Thomas, The English and the Normans: Ethnic Hostility, Assimilation, and Identity 1066-c.1220 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 358-359. 
18 Nottingahm University Library Mi(ddleton) LM 2.  
19 For modern editions of these texts, see Ralph Hanna, “Literacy, Schooling, Universities,” in The 
Cambridge Companion to Medieval English Culture, ed. Galloway, 193, n.6. See also Konrad Goehl and 
Jorit Wintjes, ed. and tr., Die “ecloga” de Thedolus (Baden-Baden: Deutscher Wissenschafts-Verlag, 
2012); Maria Luzzatto and Antonio La Penna, ed., Babrii mythiambi Aesopi (Leipzig: Teubnber, 1986); 
A.M. Juster, “The Elegies of Maximianus: A Selection,” Arion 23, no. 1 (Spring/Summer 2015): 79-90; 
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medieval students did not have the perspective advice of Aristotle and the Greeks for a 

few more decades, they certainly had access to texts that were direct results of or inspired 

by such learning. Medieval scholars continued to agree with the Augustinian idea that 

knowledge of authoritative texts was useful for studying all texts. 

 This respect for ancient texts was widespread in the Middle Ages. Conrad of 

Hirsau, in his Dialogus super auctores, offers a list of texts suitable for teaching. Useful 

for this dissertation is the recommendation in a gloss of the same Nottingham manuscript 

that masters should divide the texts of their curriculum into parts, and then explain how 

each of these parts contributes to an argument.20 This explanation should be begin with a 

general sense of the text by means of summary, grammatical analysis, and an 

introduction of major concepts. This appears to be a suggestion that masters should offer 

prologues (in this case, perhaps a verbal accessus ad auctores) to their students in order 

to help them understand the most important aspects of their lessons. The classroom is a 

place where oral and literate traditions intersect, where students learn highly specialized 

and conventional techniques but are allowed creative expression in their own work.21 

Nowhere is this clearer than in prologues, which have maintained the same general form 

since antiquity – a testament to their effectiveness – but which were flexible enough to be 

used in speeches, poetry, letters, history, and prose. This suggests a certain blurring of 

generic lines supported by modern critics such as Foucault and Derrida, and particularly 

useful in studying medieval texts which often had the unbounded didactic, dialectical, 

                                                                                                                                            
Harry Wedeck, “The Techniques of Maxiamanus Etruscus,” Latomus 11, no. 4 (October-December, 1952): 
487-495; Statius: Achilleid, tr. Stanley Lombardo, with Peter Heslin (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 
2015). 
20 Ralph Hanna, “Literacy, Schooling, Universities,” 179. 
21 Mark Amodio Writing the Oral Tradition: Oral Poetics and Literate Culture in Medieval England (Notre 
Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2004), 4-8. 
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and rhetorical purpose of expounding upon the divine.22 Similarly, prologue material that 

is not strictly narrative, such as annals, calendars, or images is not adequately treated 

using standard rhetorical genre theory.23 

 All of this was rooted in the past, and it is the memorialization of the ancient past 

(both pagan and Christian) that lent prologues staying power and broad acceptance.24 

Take the work of Lanfranc of Bec, for example. His Commentaries on the Pauline 

Epistles, though probably intended as interlinear glosses to the Biblical texts, are all 

preceded by an argumentum to introduce readers to important theological issues.25 More 

broadly, the manuscripts containing Lanfranc’s commentary contain other Biblical 

commentaries, including Jerome’s prologues to the Vulgate, fitting in with the crowded 

commentary tradition of the eleventh and twelfth centuries.26 His Monastic Constitutions 

contain an epistolary prologue dedicated to his monastic brother Henry, stating that his 

authorities on monastic practice were the old customs of Bec and the Benedictine Rule.27 

In his Eucharistic analysis in On the Body and Blood of the Lord  (De corpore et 

sanguine domini), the bread that is transformed into the body of Christ in the rite is the 

                                                
22 Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, tr. A.M. Sheridan Smith (New York: Pantheon Book, 1972), 
22; Jacques Derrida, “The Law of Genre,” Critical Inquiry 7, no. 1 (Autumn, 1980): 64. 
23 Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen, Multimodal Discourse: The Modes and Media of Contemporary 
Communication (New York: Routledge, 2001), 110. 
24 On the inherent memorial qualities of medieval culture, see the important works of Carruthers, The Book 
of Memory and Coleman, Ancient and Medieval Memories. 
25 Samuel Berger, Les Préfaces Jointes aux Livre de la Bible dans les manuscrits de la Vulgate (Paris: 
Imprimerie Nationale, 1902), no. 280; Donatien de Bruyne, Prefaces to the Latin Bible, ed. Pierre-Maurice 
Bogaert and Thomas O’Loughlin (Turnhout: Brepols, 2015), vii-xv, 213-254. 
26 See, e.g. Margaret Gibson, “Lanfranc’s Commentary on the Pauline Epistles," Journal of Theological 
Studies 22 (1971): 86-112, and a dissertation that expands Gibson’s work, Ann Collin, “Manuscripts and 
Text of Lanfranc of Bec’s Commentary on St. Paul,” PhD. Diss. (University of Pennsylvania, 2002), 41-90. 
27 Lanfranc of Bec, The Monastic Constitutions of Lanfranc, ed. and tr. David Knowles and Christopher 
Brooke (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2002), 2-3. 
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historical body of Christ.28 He speaks out against his contemporaries by basing his work 

on “those men whom the Church of Christ significantly venerates as having been placed 

on the pinnacle of authority.”29 His letters contain textbook examples of what would 

become standard for prologues in the ars dictaminis.30 Similar tendencies can be 

observed in his contemporaries, and indirectly suggest the underlying importance of 

historical texts. 

 Even banal texts such as Richard Fitz Nigel’s Dialogue of the Exchequer 

(Diaologus de Scaccario) serve in their own way to bring the past into the present for the 

edification of the future. Richard followed his father, Nigel, Bishop of Ely, as royal 

treasurer to Henry II, writing his text as part of king’s efforts to consolidate and centralize 

royal authority in England. It is divided into two parts. The first describes various 

positions within the Exchequer and their responsibilities. The second describes how the 

ministers in these various positions ought to execute their responsibilities. He says in his 

prologue  “those who delight in novelties, or in hunting fine distinctions, have Aristotle 

and Plato’s books,” but his book “is not to be theoretical, but practical.” 31 That is, in the 

administrative manuals that were becoming increasingly popular in the twelfth century, 

the high rhetorical style and analysis used in the preceding chapters were not always 

necessary.32 Though Norman England was establishing many new laws and customs, the 

                                                
28 Lanfranc of Bec, “On the Body and Blood of the Lord,” in The Fathers of the Church: Mediaeval 
Continuation, vol. 10, ed. Mark Vaillancourt (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America 
Press, 2009), 7-8. 
29 Lanfranc of Bec, “On the Body and Blood of the Lord,” 30. 
30 Lanfranc of Bec, The Letters of Lanfranc, Archbishop of Canterbury, ed. and tr. Helen Clover and 
Margaret Gibson (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979). 
31 Richard, Son of Neal, The Course of the Exchequer, ed. and tr. Charles Johnson (London: Thomas 
Nelson and Sons, Ltd, 1950), 5. 
32 John Hudson, “Administration, Family, and Perceptions of the Past in Late Twelfth-Century England: 
Richard FitzNigel and the Dialogue of the Exchequer,” in The Perception of the Past in the Twelfth 
Century, ed. Paul Magdalino (London: Hambledon Press, 1992), 76-77. 
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old ways still held weight and power, and Richard does not hesitate to point out that the 

established laws of their Anglo-Saxon forefathers made unnecessary new laws to replace 

them, practical though they may be.33 

 Still, “It is good to seek the flowers of a mystic meaning among the thorn and 

thistles of this world,” for “worldly spending can lead to heavenly reward. Don’t hoard 

wealth, but spend it freely, but wisely, in peace and in war.”34Thus, the divine is present, 

even in accounting, an admittedly tenuous connection to that state of constant prayer that 

pervaded monastic rulebooks. Divine revelations could even be found in the descriptive 

headings at the tops of the columns in the pipe rolls.35 An increased role in the production 

of texts, coupled with a widespread use of texts for an assortment of tasks that required 

some authority or legitimacy made them – and by extension their constituent parts – 

influential both in shaping and directing cultural change.36 Legal tracts like the 

Quadripartitus were prefaced with prologues extolling the benefits of both England’s 

Anglo-Saxon and Norman rulers.37 These historical prologues are largely unexplored by 

scholars, but reinforce the memorial focus and divine expectations of the written word. 

 

Using Prologues to Investigate Medieval History 
 
 Thus, a study of historical prologues is not a task solely for historiographers, but 

for every literate field. Attempts by medieval writers to bridge the cultural gap between 

                                                
33 Richard fitzNigel, The Course of the Exchequer, 50. 
34 Richard, fitzNigel, The Course of the Exchequer, 2, 26. 
35 Richard fitzNigel, Dialogus de Scaccario: The Dialogue of the Exchequer, ed. and tr. Emilie Amt 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 46, 118; Mark Hagger, “Theory and Practice in the Making of 
Twelfth-Century Pipe Rolls,” in Records, Administration, and Aristocratic Society in the Anglo-Norman 
Realm, ed. Nicholas Vincent (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2009), 60-61. 
36 Brian Stock, The Implications of Literacy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1987), 30-35. 
37 Richard Sharpe, "The prefaces of Quadripartitus," in Law and government in Medieval England and 
Normandy: Essays in Honour of Sir James Holt, ed. G. Garnett and J. Hudson (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1994), 148–72. 
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past, present, and future traditions, both in theory and practice provide an opportunity to 

begin constructing a typology of medieval historical prologues. Aristotle and the Greeks 

placed prologues under the broad philosophical umbrella of rhetoric, where prologues 

were supposed to aid in the solving of particular and practical questions. The construction 

of an argument is in four parts, the prologue being the first. The function of the Greek 

prologue was to introduce the text; prepare the audience for the thesis of the text; 

persuade the audience of the truthfulness and utility of its arguments. These functions are 

successfully fulfilled by defining key terms and ideas, offering a summary of the text, 

emphasizing particular points in the text, all with the goal of rendering the audience 

benevolent, attentive, and docile. Such goals establish a familiar relationship between 

author, text, and reader in order to make the arguments of the text more convincing, 

legitimizing the truth-claims of the author if the audience is sufficiently moved. An 

audience without proper preparation may come to a different conclusion than the one 

desired by the author, which justifies the use of prologues as a necessary device for 

rhetorical argument and a practical tool for literary construction. 

 These theoretical principles were put into practice using a number of methods and 

topoi. Prologues could appear as distinct textual features or in-line with the rest of the 

text. A prologue may be a formula to be used in a particular situation, or it may make use 

of a number of themes to indicate its prefatory function. Typical prologue themes include 

an invocation of divine aid either from the gods or muses, claims of responsibility for the 

text; a statement of methodology, affirmation of the place of supernatural phenomena in 

history, or claims of the necessity of history to preserve the deeds of the past to benefit 
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the future. In short, prologues direct the reader about how and what to think, and offer a 

premise as to why they should think those things.  

 History, or at least the past, has been used since the beginning of civilization to 

transmit knowledge, promote social cohesion, legitimize present cultural norms and 

structures, and to explain the relationship between a community’s past, present, and 

future.38 Mario Carratero argues this appears in three general types of historical texts 

(oral or literate) executed through educational programs: academic history, everyday 

history, and school history.39 Academic history is developed by an educated elite 

according to an organized system of knowledge within a specific context. Everyday 

history is part of a community’s collective memory, continually inscribed through 

collective experience and continually refining details of the community’s identity and 

philosophical systems. School history’s main purpose is to offer a narrative to support the 

goals of the community so that when students of this history begin developing complex 

ideas of their own, they have well-learned the fundamental story of their community 

(their gens), oftentimes resulting in an emotional connection to these ideas.   

 This dissertation has shown these connections by observing medieval authors’ 

perspectives on their contemporary society, both in an active attempt to manipulate the 

rules of that society and in an passive effort to rationalize the current state of the world. 

Historians like Bede did the latter, and were later used to support the narrative of the 

monarchy through patroned work like that of William of Malmesbury. 

                                                
38 James Williams, “Nation, State, School, Textbook,” in (Re)Constructing Memory: School, Textbooks, 
and the Imagination of the Nation (Rotterdam: Sense Publishers, 2014), 4. 
39 Mario Carretero, Constructing Patriotism: Teaching History and Memories in Global Worlds (Charlotte, 
NC: Information Age Publishing, 2011), 3. 
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 Where Greek prologues extoll the benefits of philosophic debate and moral virtue, 

Roman prologue offer practical argumentative advice and uphold the greatness of the 

Roman state. Prologues are supposed to prepare and persuade audiences by using direct 

and subtle methods, methods that may be also be viewed as direct and subtle components 

of a prologue. The direct method provides a clear explanation of ideas, while the subtle 

method is language meant specifically to persuade the audience. These two methods can 

be successfully accomplished by manipulating the audience using four basic techniques: 

the author should show humility to allay any hostilities the audience may have upon first 

impression; point out the flaws of an opponent; praise the virtue of the audience; present 

the good qualities of the text. These four techniques are best executed by using simple, 

concise, language that stays focused on the central thesis of the text, and offers a 

consistent methodology. If done correctly, these strategies will render the audience 

docile, attentive, and benevolent. It is the author’s responsibility to ensure the audience 

understands the purpose of the text in the prologue, and for this reason it is inadvisable to 

use a template for the prologue. Historical prologues, in particular, are supposed to 

declare their impartiality, adhere to the truth, and tell the truth boldly. Abiding by these 

rules using the appropriate strategies is essential because history preserves the customs 

and traditions of Rome, whose continued influence and success depends on the rhetoric 

of the history, beginning with the prologue. 

 It is difficult to evaluating distant history (such as medieval Europe) according to 

this program. Modern scholars likely lack sufficient understanding of the “social 

connections” of its various cultures, primarily due to a lack of extant evidence.40 Thus, 

                                                
40 Elizabeth Tyler and Ross Balzaretti, “Introduction,” in Narrative and History in the Early Medieval 
West, ed. Tyler and Balzaretti (Turnhout: Brepols, 2006), 1-2. 
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questions remains about whether the communities received or created texts of origines 

gentium (lit. “the beginning of peoples/nations”) organically or purposefully.41 The 

Anglo-Normans, for example, actively tried to root their “nation” in figures such as the 

Viking Rollo, the first Duke of Normandy (r.911-927). Henry of Huntingdon and 

William of Malmesbury both cite him as the ultimate progenitor of the Norman people, 

even though this is objectively impossible.42 Ultimately, it appears that medieval people 

voluntarily latched onto communities that served their interests and accepted new 

members with full knowledge that those new members might alter community boundaries 

and values.43 In some cases, this led to a ruling, political and social elite that wielded 

great power, even against the might of the Church, as with the Angevin kings in the 

twelfth century.44 On the other hand, in many cases, the middling and lower social classes 

refused to blindly accept changes that too drastically altered perceived community 

values.45 

 Prologues offer at the least, the authors’ opinions on these topics, but may well 

reflect in their capacity as official recorders of the past (i.e. academic history) and as 

conveyors of a particular intellectual system applicable to all texts. Imperfect Greek and 

Latin glossaries such as the Hermeneumata survive as copies, and often with imperfect 

                                                
41 For the origins of this technical term, see “Origines Gentium,” The Downside Review 19, no. 2 (1900); 
1350151; E.J. Bickerman, “Origines Gentium,” Classical Philology 47, no. 2 (April 1952): 65-81. See also 
Reynolds, “Medieval Origines Gentium,” 375-390; Fromentin and Gotteland, eds., Orgines Gentium. 
42 William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum, I.200-203; Henry of Huntingdon, The History of the 
English People, 1000-11554, ed. and tr. Diana Greenway (Oxford: Oxford University Press), 314-315. On 
modern debates on Norman origins, see R.H.C. Davis, The Normans and their Myth (London: Thames and 
Hudson, 1976); Loud, “Gens Normannorum,” 104-116, 204-209; Sønnesyn, “The Rise of the Normans.” 
43 Sønnesyn, “The Rise of the Normans,” 216-217. 
44 Lauren Jared, “English Ecclesiastical Vacancies in the Early Twelfth Century,” Transactions of the Royal 
Historical Society, 5th series 10 (1960): 362-389; Ralph Turner, “Richard Lionheart and English Episcopal 
Elections,” Albion 29 (1997): 1-13. 
45 John McEwan, “William FitzOsbert and the Crisis of 1196 in London,” Florilegium 21 (2001): 18-42. 
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corrections and marginal notations.46 From its earliest period of education, the English 

Church attempted to access these ancient connections through figures such as Theodore 

of Tarsus, Archbishop of Canterbury from 668 to 690. He was, as his name implies, from 

the Anatolian peninsula, fluent in Byzantine Greek, and the school he set up at 

Canterbury taught both Greek and Latin.47 The Leiden Glossary (Leiden University 

Library Voss. Lat. Q. 69), originating around Theodore’s tenure, and based on an Anglo-

Saxon exemplar, contains a list of important terms found in the texts used in the 

Canterbury schools, often presented trilingually in Greek, Latin, and Old English. The 

Æthelstan Psalter is another remarkable example (BL, Cotton MS Galba A.xviii). 

Produced in Francia in the ninth century, it made its way to England no later than the 

10th century, where it made its way into the library of the king of Wessex (r.924-939). Its 

last two folios contain the litany (processionals spoken by priest and repeated by the 

congregation) in Greek, with transliterations into Latin. Thus, the references and allusions 

to classical figures and ideas so common in medieval historical prologues are likely not 

simple lip-service, but an earnest attempt to access and use an authoritative tradition, 

even if the effort was incomplete and imprecise. 

 Late antiquity provides a theoretical and methodological bridge between the 

classical and medieval worlds. Scholars worked to maintain and reinterpret a classical 

tradition they knew was important while incorporating a rapidly expanding body of 

Christian writing. Commentaries became widely popular, showing the direct interaction 

of scholars with authoritative material, and providing continuous reinterpretations of 

                                                
46 See e.g. London, BL Harley MS 5642, the Colloquium Harleianum. Eleanor Dickey, tr., The Colloquia 
of the Hermeneumata Pseudodositheana, vol. II (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 1-80. 
47 Jane Stevenson, The ‘Laterculus Malalianus’ and the School of Archbishop Theodore (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1995), 15-23. 



Texas Tech University, Lane J. Sobehrad, August 2017 

 331 

authoritative texts to suit the needs of contemporary audiences. Neoplatonic ideas 

reinforced the idea that “the exordium is an oration” in and of itself, linking it to the 

ancient concept of universals. 

  In the new Christian perspective, God was ultimate. The Christian worldview 

necessitated an intellectual move away from highly stylized rhetoric towards simpler 

presentation intended to teach audiences the truth. Persuasion was to be achieved by 

righteous truth rather than manipulation. Nevertheless, knowledge of rhetoric and its 

associated subjects was still critical because any analysis of Christian ideas focused on 

the interpretation of important texts, especially the Bible. Prologues helped orient readers 

and prepare them for the internal process of learning triggered by external signification. 

Christian historical prologues, which in medieval England included all historical 

prologues, present history as part of a divine plan. Yet, historical writers and compilers 

like Eusebius/Jerome struggled to incorporate source material from a number of 

traditions, resulting in a unique, tabular chronicle that made history a visual spectacle. 

How audiences received a text played a significant role in its subsequent interpretation. 

Ancient writers stated that oral and written texts could be presented using the same 

strategies. Late antique historians, however, began to prefer written sources to oral 

sources because written sources theoretically avoided the “chaotic and confused” 

transmission of oral history. Retaining the integrity of sources was important for 

preserving and reinforcing tradition, both for Christian writers trying to build the 

kingdom of God and secular writers trying to stop Christian encroachment. The great 

men of antiquity sought to live forever through their deeds, while good Christians lived 

forever through God and made human action secondary to divine action in the historical 
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process. Nevertheless, Christian writers subordinating classical knowledge to Christian 

knowledge relied on classical forms for the success of their writing.  

 Representative of medieval authors using patristic writings as a bridge between 

ancient and contemporary ideas is Orderic Vitalis (1075-c.1142), who called the ideal 

type of reader a studiosus, denoting a specific desire to learn for the purpose of doing 

“good.”48 In prologues this is most often reflected in authors’ stated desire for audiences 

to learn from the mistakes and good examples of the past. This kind of everyday history 

is mean to help readers reflect on their own morality in the pursuit of proper virtue as 

defined by community values.  

 As Henry of Huntingdon argues in his prologue, “in the recorded deeds of all 

peoples and nations, which are the very judgments of God, clemency, generosity, 

honesty, caution, and the like, and their opposites, not only provoke men of the spirit to 

what is good and deter them from evil, but even encourage worldly men to do good deeds 

and to reduce their wickedness.”49 Henry presents examples of these virtues first from 

antiquity, then from Biblical history, concluding “it is quite common for the path of 

history to lead us straight back to moral purity.”50 For both classical and medieval authors 

(at least through the lens of medieval authors), the purpose of moral development is to 

attain happiness (i.e. union with God), which can only be done by doing good. Learning 

how to do good is best done by observing righteous action in the past.51 Thus, showing 

that classical pagan morals are still applicable in the Christian present not only reveals the 
                                                
48 Orderic Vitalis, The Ecclesiastical History, ed. and tr. Marjories Chibnall, 6 vol. (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1969-1983), II.108; Sønnesyn, “Studiosi abdita investigant: Orderic Vitalis and the 
Mystical Morals of History,” in Orderic Vitalis, ed. Rozier et al., 286. 
49 Henry of Huntingdon, The History of the English People, 4. 
50 Henry of Huntingdon, The History of the English People, 4. 
51 Terence Irwin, The Development of Ethics, 3 vol. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007-2008). 
Volume I gives a comprehensive analysis of this transmission from Socrates to Machiavelli, but see 
especially, 1-13, 114-133, 312-359, 397-433, 516-544. 
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legitimacy of those classical virtues for the present, but also retroactively shows the 

immemorial and infinite character of Christian morality.  

 Medieval writers expanded these intellectual programs. Encyclopedists provided a 

systematic organization of ancient knowledge from a Christian perspective, where 

prologues presented basic, fundamental knowledge on a given subject, whether practical 

or theoretical. This resulted in an expansion of technical terminology, an increasingly 

complex theoretical corpus, and a pedagogical program that made learning a progressive 

process, scaling a ladder of eloquence towards the divine. Changing cultural needs led to 

a further division as sub-genres began developing their own prescriptive texts, most 

importantly for prologues in the arts of letter-writing and sermon-writing. The 

authoritative texts used to build these instructive manuals were part of an analytical 

process that included only those authoritative sources determined to be useful for the task 

at hand, rather than being included on account of their authoritative status. 

 The specific concerns of Christian history included how to incorporate 

supernatural events that may not be factually recorded, but may have divine implications; 

how to properly arrange legendary, theological, and historical chronologies into a single 

coherent text; and how to make history entertaining (i.e. persuasive) enough to get 

audiences to read the whole text while maintaining an accurate memory of past deeds and 

events. Thomas of Chobham, in his ars praedicandi, explains the importance of history in 

the grand scheme of medieval knowledge: 

 Signification is called three things, though: fable, argument, history…Argument 
 is the narration of things which are not fact, yet they might become [them]. And 
 this genus is not rejected by philosophy, nor recused by theology, but are often 
 able to become [these] things in parables, not permitted as fact, specified through 
 our instruction. And second this is called argument, that is, eloquent (argutus) 
 invention. Truly, history is the type of thing explicating truth in the second place.  
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 And it is said history is out of what’s been seen, or out of what’s been moved, 
 because things seen or moved were enumerated. However, this is commonly 
 attributed [to it] by philosophers as much as theologians; that it is two-fold. It is 
 called either historical analogy, or historical metaphor. Analogy is declared in a 
 proper sermon, or in proper reason, since, of course, it is related according to the 
 proper meaning of words.52 
 
 
Thus, any analysis of medieval historical writing must consider not only the 

historiographic aspects of the text, but also the theological, literary, and performative 

aspects. These intellectual concerns were especially critical after the Norman Conquest, 

and are obvious even in a brief survey of medieval English historical writing. For 

example, Graeme Dunphy’s The Encylclopedia of the Medieval Chronicle contains over 

2,500 unique entries covering the entirety of the Middle Ages from Scandinavia to the 

Middle East.53 Taking only the works derived in England, it lists around ten unique pre-

Conquest writers or works. From the eleventh to thirteenth centuries, it lists over 130 

unique entries. Looking at the physical, literary, and rhetorical structures of these works 

will offer a better understanding of how prologues came to fit into the grand scheme of 

medieval English historiography and Christian cosmology. 

 Prologues have proven especially useful in navigating these complex relationships 

because authors must explain the form and extent of the relationships up front in order for 

audiences to understand the machinery of culture and society in the intended, prescribed, 

and (sometimes) approved manner. The figurative and literal readings of texts valued by 

medieval authors and readers work dialectically, explicitly addressing the synthesis of 

opposing ideas in the narrative, and dialogically, implicitly addressing the relativistic 

                                                
52 Thomas of Chobham, Summa de Arte Praedicandi, 5-6. 
53 Dunphy, Encyclopedia of the Medieval Chronicle,  xxx. 
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interactions between coexisting ideas.54 Nancy Partner asserts “The ‘arguments’ of the 

prologue are discarded and forgotten as soon as the work gets under way, and that is not a 

failing peculiar to Henry [of Huntingdon]; most medieval historians chose to leave their 

philosophy and promises behind them as soon as possible.55 However, her argument 

ignores those subtle interactions between the author, text, and audience. Importantly, the 

prologue is the place where historians get a chance to voice their personal thoughts on the 

subject matter of their narrative, revealing their historical methodology and community 

values.56 

                                                
54 Dorothy Holland, William Lachiotte, Debra Skinner, and Carole Cain, Identity and Agency in Cultural 
Worlds (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1998), 6-7 
55 Partner, Serious Entertainments, 20. 
56 Emily Albu, “Worldly Woe and Heavenly Joy: The Tone of the Historia Ecclesiastica,” in Orderic 
Vitalis: Life, Works, Interpretations, ed. Charles Rozier, Daniel Roach, Giles Gasper, and Elisabeth van 
Houts (Woodbridge, UK: The Boydell Press, 2016), 240. 
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