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The Deeds of God through the Franks

The letter of Guibert to Lysiard
‘Some of my friends have often asked me why I do not sign this little work with my own name; until now I have refused, out of fear of sullying a pious history with the name of hateful person. However, thinking that the story, splendid in itself, might become even more splendid if attached to the name of a famous man, I have finally decided to attach it to you. Thus, I have placed a most pleasing lamp in front of the work of an obscure author. For, since your ancient lineage is accompanied by a knowledge of literature, as well an unusual serenity and moral probity, one may justly believe that God in his foresight wanted the dignity of the bishop's office to honour the gift of such reverence. By embracing your name, the little work that follows may flourish crude in itself, it may be made agreeable by the love of the one to whom it is written and made stronger by the authority of the office by which you stand above others. Certainly, there were bishops, and others, who have heard something about this book and about some of my other writings; leaving them aside, my greatest wish was to reach you. In reading this you should consider that, if I occasionally have deviated from common grammatical practice, I have done it to correct the vices, the style that slithers along the ground, of the earlier history. I see villages, cities, towns, fervently studying grammar, for which reason I tried, to the best of my abilities, not to deviate from the ancient historians. Finally, consider that while taking care of my household duties, listening to the many cases brought to my attention, I burned with the desire to write, and, even more, to pass the story along; and while I was compelled outwardly to listen to various problems, presented with biting urgency, inwardly I was steadily compelled to persist in what I had begun. 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; for it is proper and permissible to ornament history with the crafted elegance of words; however, the mysteries of sacred eloquence should be treated not with poetic loquacity, but with ecclesiastical plainness. Therefore, I ask you to accept this graciously, and to keep it as a perpetual monument to your name’.
This commentary will look at the letter from Guibert of Nogent to Bishop Lysiard. Its offering as a dedication to the Bishop, says much about Guibert’s personal estimation as creator of The Deeds of the Gods through the Franks. The translation used is by Robert Levine, who proposes this Latin text to have been challenging in its complexity, indeed more so ‘than that of any other Latin historian of the First Crusade’.
 
Guibert of Nogent, abbot of Nogent-sous-Coucy was a Benedictine monk who spent his adult life working on scriptural exegesis.  The Gesta Dei per Francos, composed sometime between 1106 and 1109, was but one literary piece amongst a raft of works including an autobiography.
 There are eight surviving complete manuscripts with partial scripts found within other manuscripts.
 
Scholarly enquiry has endeavoured to understand Guibert’s character, with some suggestions that his world was overshadowed amid a conflict between his noble heritage and knightly class, traditionally manifest through bravery, drive, virility and strength, and his religious vocation, discernible by the Rules of St. Benedict namely stability, fidelity to monastic life and obedience.
 Arguably, this internal battle between desire and piousness has been considered figural in shaping his somewhat narcissistic personality.
 This commentary will examine his dedicatory missive and determine whether there is any evidence of his character and personality emerging within the text.
The text begins with a sycophantic delivery, offering his work to the Bishop unsigned suggesting himself to be a less than worthy author. His humility falters at the first hurdle when he embellishes this false modesty with a self-congratulatory compliment. He praises Lysiard for his wisdom, confidently assuming that the Bishop will approve and indeed welcome his account, and furthermore implies that not only would God surely approve of the gift if attached to the Bishop’s name, but that his magnificent story would be even more popular if it had the added cachet of being attached to his office. He makes a weak attempt to rein in his self-importance by inferring that it was God’s intention that had guided him to deliver his account to the Bishop, in order that his work would find a wider audience. History fails to record any commentary on his Gesta Dei so one may assume that its success was limited. 
The manner in which Guibert introduces his narrative to the Bishop tells us something of the conventional manner in which he would have been tutored on humility. The principles of the twelve steps of humility was a fundamental part of Benedictine life. ‘Whoever exalts himself shall be humbled, and whoever humbles himself shall be exalted’ (Luke 14:11; fragment of 18:14).
 Guibert’s way of life was purportedly guided by the Rule of St. Benedict, and Guibert as Abbot, would have been instrumental in implementing his authority to ensure the rules were observed.
Guibert reaffirms his preference for Bishop Lysiard by mentioning without naming names, other bishops who he could have chosen to attach his narrative to but decided against. Here he reinforces his decision to select Lysiard, as to almost grace him with this gift. 
He justifies his elaboration and deviation from the text of the Gesta Francorum as being only to improve it. In reality, he refashioned the Gesta Francorum to reflect his own perception of a crusading theology, one in which he affirms God as working through the Franks to achieve victory. An example of this is found in his adaptation of Luke’s account, where Christ speaks to the needy, assuring them that God has a place for them in the kingdom of heaven.
 He confidently reworked the scripture to appeal to the pusillus grex, the lower classes, suggesting a comparison between a spiritual reward for the crusaders battle to establish Jerusalem as a kingdom on Earth and that of God’s kingdom in heaven.  His confidence in admitting to broadening the vocabulary, indeed creating what he viewed as a more elegant and refined discourse, has served to widen scholarly understanding of medieval historiography. It also illustrates the confidence and superiority within which Guibert held his own abilities. As a monk, his schooling had included study of the classics such as Ovid and Virgil, providing him with a cultured and rounded education.
 Guibert gives us an insight into his life through his memoirs which he wrote around 1115. According to Sulkey the act of writing memoirs was not commonplace during this period, which implies that Guibert held a high opinion of himself to undertake such a task.

A further point he makes is that he was driven to write the Gesta Dei despite leading a busy and responsible life, presumably as Abbot of Nogent-sous-coucy. Much has been written about the challenges and loneliness Guibert faced as a child entering the monastery aged twelve, and how this may have played on the development of his character. His birth had been difficult and after his Father’s death when he was a baby, his Mother ensured his education at home with a tutor, before she withdrew to live as an anchoress when he was twelve.
 Certainly, his own self-importance is revealed in the way in which he approached the letter to the Bishop. Whether this is a defence mechanism borne out of a need to safeguard himself growing up, is unknown. As a monk he had a fierce vocation, believing the religious life was preordained for him by divine intervention at his birth. He would have been taught and expected to discipline himself with the Benedictine vows of poverty, obedience and chastity. Whether he railed against these demands is unknown, but unlikely. He was, however, quite intolerant of other monks and according to Coupe, found some of his tasks onerous.
 One of the characteristics of the Benedictine Rule is that of the spiritual family. St Benedict embraced the community rather than the individual.
 The flavour of the letter to the Bishop gave more of a sense of an individual, who has essentially, developed his own sense of identity and is unafraid of revealing his personal relationship with God. 
In conclusion, it does indeed appear that Guibert of Nogent developed his intolerant and overly confident personality and character within the walls of monastery to which he was attached from the age of twelve. It is evident in his letter to Bishop Lysiard that he justified his effusive and poetic literary style as being a necessary and worthy means to appropriately illustrate God’s divine actions. In fact, he purports that he had no choice but to amend the original. What Bishop Lysiard made of this dedicatory epistle is unknown, but it provides a valuable insight into the mind of Guibert of Nogent.
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