	
	
	



The Confessions as literature and their significance for literary traditions in the West


This essay will discuss the influence of Saint Augustine’s Confessions on three medieval monastic writers; Jean de Fécamp, Guibert de Nogent and Aelred of Rievaulx. It will attempt to demonstrate the legacy of Saint Augustine’s Confessions on the subsequent literary traditions of personal devotional literature and autobiographical literature, through the consideration of the following 
selected works of these three writers: the Confessio theologica and Confessio fidei of Jean de Fécamp; Guibert de Nogent’s De vita sua, which many consider to be the first autobiography, and his memoirs Monodiae, and Aelred of Rievaulx’s The Pastoral Prayer.

Saint Augustine’s Confessions are striking in their presentation of autobiographical elements of Augustine’s life. Augustine draws from his experiences and his personal relationships in his narrative, which is an ardent prayer addressed directly from Augustine’s soul to God, in a manner that appears surprisingly modern for a late fourth and early fifth century Christian writer. Stylistically Augustine’s confessional voice uses rhyme, antithesis, parallelism and alliteration, all literary features adopted by the three later writers under consideration here. 


Jean de Fécamp (died 1079)

Jean de Fécamp, also known as Jean de Ravenne, was abbot of the Benedictine abbey of Fécamp in Normandy, l’Abbaye de la Trinité de Fécamp.[footnoteRef:11758] Jean was originally from northern Italy and arrived at the abbey as prior alongside his uncle, William of Volpiano, when the latter was commissioned to the abbey as abbot in 1017.[footnoteRef:8902] Whilst William of Volpiano is remembered for his reform of the abbey following the Rule of Saint Benedict, Jean is remembered for his spiritual and emotional reform of the community during his time as abbot which began after he took over the position from his uncle in 1028 on the latter’s retirement.[footnoteRef:24595] Jean himself was abbot until 1058.[footnoteRef:23991] Jean wrote his own Confessio theologica, a written discourse examining prayerfulness and the contemplation of God, as a sort of instruction manual for the monks under his authority.[footnoteRef:7316] Lauren Mancia, in her article Reading Augustine’s Confessions in Normandy in the 11th and 12th Centuries, discusses her study of the extant manuscript copies of the Confessio theologica. These are often small in size, which has led her to draw the interesting conclusion that the work seems to have been intended for purposes of personal devotion as these small manuscripts could easily be carried on the person of the reader, shared with a fellow monk, or placed in a pocket.[footnoteRef:15065] Lauren Mancia examines the fundamental influence of Saint Augustine’s Confessions on Jean’s Confessio theologica, which was originally intended for the use of Jean’s own community at Fécamp.[footnoteRef:15663] Mancia demonstrates “...the ways in which Jean systemically excerpted Augustine’s text to form the backbone of his own Confessio Theologica...”[footnoteRef:29963] Neither Jean de Fécamp’s Confessio theologica nor his Confessio fidei is as well known as the writings of Saint Anselm, the late eleventh and early twelfth century Archbishop of Canterbury, though both are clearly strongly influenced by Saint Augustine's Confessions.[footnoteRef:9043] This despite the significant influence of Jean de Fécamp on Saint Anselm and Saint Bernard of Clairvaux.[footnoteRef:13464] Through the work of Jean de Fécamp Saint Augustine continued to have an impact on subsequent literary traditions. “A continuity of tradition seems to extend from John’s work through that of Anselm to the devotional works of St. Bernard.”[footnoteRef:1811]  [11758:  Lauren Mancia, ‘Affective Devotion and Emotional Reform at the Eleventh-Century Monastery of John of Fécamp’ (PhD dissertation, Yale University, 2013) p. 2.]  [8902:  Lauren Mancia, ‘Affective Devotion and Emotional Reform at the Eleventh-Century Monastery of John of Fécamp’ (PhD dissertation, Yale University, 2013) p. 6.]  [24595:  Lauren Mancia, ‘Reading Augustine’s Confessions in Normandy in the 11th and
12th Centuries’, Tabularia (2014) pp. 195–233 (p. 196). ]  [23991:  Lauren Mancia, ‘Reading Augustine’s Confessions in Normandy in the 11th and
12th Centuries’, Tabularia (2014) pp. 195–233 (p. 196).]  [7316:  Lauren Mancia, ‘Reading Augustine’s Confessions in Normandy in the 11th and 12th Centuries’, Tabularia (2014) pp. 195–233 (p. 198).  ]  [15065:  Lauren Mancia, ‘Reading Augustine’s Confessions in Normandy in the 11th and 12th Centuries’, Tabularia (2014) pp. 195–233 (p. 198).  ]  [15663:  Lauren Mancia, ‘Reading Augustine’s Confessions in Normandy in the 11th and 12th Centuries’, Tabularia (2014) pp. 195–233 (p. 197). ]  [29963:  Lauren Mancia, ‘Reading Augustine’s Confessions in Normandy in the 11th and 12th Centuries’, Tabularia (2014) pp. 195–233 (p. 196). ]  [9043:  Jeremy F. Worthen ‘“Dicta mea dicta sunt patrum”: John of Fécamp's Confessiones’, Recherches de Théologie Ancienne et Médiévale (1992) pp. 111-124 (p. 111).]  [13464:  Gillian R. Evans, ‘Mens Devota: The Literary Community of The Devotional Works of John of Fécamp and St. Anselm’, Medium Ævum (1974) pp. 105-115 (p. 105).]  [1811:  Gillian R. Evans, ‘Mens Devota: The Literary Community of The Devotional Works of John of Fécamp and St. Anselm’, Medium Ævum (1974) pp. 105-115 (p. 105).] 


Through the wide distribution and popularity of Jean de Fécamp’s Confessio theologica, attested to by the number of extant manuscripts in which it is found and references to his work by his contemporaries, it is arguable that Jean de Fécamp increased contemporary interest in Saint	Augustine's Confessions thereby indirectly increasing the influence of the latter on subsequent literary traditions. Mancia refers to Pierre Courcelle’s assertion that Augustine’s Confessions was one of the least read texts in the Augustinian corpus before the eleventh century and that starting with Jean de Fécamp people began to read the text of the Confessions in a new way: “...it was no longer simply a resource to buttress orthodoxy but instead became of interest for its affect, its tone, and its prayerful nature.”[footnoteRef:17193] By the late middle ages the Pseudo-Augustinian collection of the Meditations of Saint Augustine was circulating widely.[footnoteRef:15130] Ironically, Jean de Fécamp’s prayerful appeal to God in his Forma precum digna scelerum confessio plena, was mistakenly believed to have been written in the fourteenth century in part due to its inclusion in the Meditations of Saint Augustine.[footnoteRef:19071] Fécamp seems to have been the Benedictine house with the largest library in Normandy and was within the Duchy a principal source for the dissemination of religious texts.[footnoteRef:1230] Mancia believes that Fécamp may have played a role in the wider dissemination of Saint Augustine‘s Confessions throughout the wider Norman world and Western Europe.[footnoteRef:5566] It is known that at least one copy of Saint Augustine’s Confessions was made in the scriptorium at Fécamp.[footnoteRef:10896] Mancia highlights the fact that at this period that Saint Augustine’s Confessions was an unusual choice for a monastery which was forming its library.[footnoteRef:24552]  [17193:  Lauren Mancia, ‘Reading Augustine’s Confessions in Normandy in the 11th and
12th Centuries’, Tabularia (2014) pp. 195–233 (p. 197).]  [15130:  Lauren Mancia, ‘Affective Devotion and Emotional Reform at the Eleventh-Century Monastery of John of Fécamp’ (PhD dissertation, Yale University, 2013) p. 1.]  [19071:  Lauren Mancia, ‘Affective Devotion and Emotional Reform at the Eleventh-Century Monastery of John of Fécamp’ (PhD dissertation, Yale University, 2013) p. 1.]  [1230:  Lauren Mancia, ‘Reading Augustine’s Confessions in Normandy in the 11th and
12th Centuries’, Tabularia (2014) pp. 195–233 (p. 218).]  [5566:  Lauren Mancia, ‘Reading Augustine’s Confessions in Normandy in the 11th and
12th Centuries’, Tabularia (2014) pp. 195–233 (p. 196).]  [10896:  Lauren Mancia, ‘Reading Augustine’s Confessions in Normandy in the 11th and
12th Centuries’, Tabularia (2014) pp. 195–233 (p. 221).]  [24552:  Lauren Mancia, ‘Reading Augustine’s Confessions in Normandy in the 11th and
12th Centuries’, Tabularia (2014) pp. 195–233 (pp. 220-221).
] 


Jean de Fécamp uses the personal approach of Saint Augustine’s text, borrowing from it and seamlessly expressing in his words the emotional highs and lows of personal experience. Whilst Jean uses this approach in his own Confessio theologica in order, according to Mancia, to “... interpret Confessions as an advice-manual for the proper contemplation of God”, Jeremy Worthen points out that Jean paradoxically and radically avoids any of his own personal autobiographical history in his text.[footnoteRef:32744] In this way Jean de Fécamp’s Confessio theologica, frequently reproduced in small handheld portable manuscripts, might possibly considered as the eleventh century ancestor of the High Middle Ages Book of Hours used for personal devotion and personal piety. This European literary tradition, the earliest extant examples of which date to the mid thirteenth century, saw the widespread proliferation of texts for secular personal use, which culminated in the extravagant and luxurious Books of Hours of the fifteenth century of which the Très Riches Heures of the Duc de Berry is arguably the most famous example.  [32744:  Lauren Mancia, ‘Reading Augustine’s Confessions in Normandy in the 11th and
12th Centuries’, Tabularia (2014) pp. 195–233 (p. 199).
Jeremy F. Worthen ‘“Dicta mea dicta sunt patrum”: John of Fécamp's Confessiones’, Recherches de Théologie Ancienne et Médiévale (1992) pp. 111-124 (p. 114). ] 


Therefore, in these ways it can be seen how Jean de Fécamp‘s writings, using Saint Augustine’s Confessions as a template, became a manual for spiritual life. In his position as Abbot of the Benedictine monastery at Fécamp his Confessio theologica became specifically the manual for the monks in his own community. At the same time, these ideas were shared with the other Benedictine monasteries within Normandy and because of this there was a widening of interest in, and 
increased reading of, the Confessions of Saint Augustine. Jean’s specific and intentional use of Saint 
Augustine's Confessions to create such a manual suggests a somewhat earlier development of individual and intensely personal devotion than might often be assumed.


Guibert de Nogent (c. 1050s - 1124)

Guibert de Nogent, the abbot of the small, poor, and then newly founded French Benedictine 
community of Nogent-sous-Coucy in Picardy, was an eleventh and twelfth century writer and chronicler. Traditionally among historians he was most well known for his Dei gesta per Francos, an often poorly considered reworking of the Norman Gesta Francorum, which chronicles the First Crusade. In more recent scholarship, however, Guibert has become more noted for his personal histories; his autobiography De vita sua, which many consider to be a contender for the first autobiography, and his memoirs Monodiae, both of which are modelled after the Confessions of Saint Augustine. 

Similarly to Saint Augustine, Guibert wrote in a very personal manner, offering a depth of insight into his daily reality as well as a distinct unwillingness to hold back on his own personal opinions. Like Augustine Guibert goes into great narrative detail. Laura M. Grimes identifies Saint Augustine’s Confessions as a textual model for Guibert de Nogent’s autobiography “...being influenced in both style and theme by the most famous spiritual autobiography of Western Christianity, the Confessions of St. Augustine.”[footnoteRef:18021] Like Saint Augustine, and Aelred of Rievaulx below, Guibert directly addresses God rather than his human readers during the opening of his Monodiae.[footnoteRef:1810] Guibert further emulates Saint Augustine in the great amount of autobiographical detail of the relationship with his mother and the latter’s influence on her son’s upbringing, education, and spirituality leading in the case of Guibert to his reception into the monastic world.[footnoteRef:4355]  [18021:  Laura M. Grimes, ‘Gender And Confession: Guibert of Nogent and Gertrud of Helfta as Readers of Augustine’, Magistra (2012) pp. 3-19 (p. 4).]  [1810:  Laura M. Grimes, ‘Gender And Confession: Guibert of Nogent and Gertrud of Helfta as Readers of Augustine’, Magistra (2012) pp. 3-19 (p. 4).]  [4355:  Laura M. Grimes, ‘Gender And Confession: Guibert of Nogent and Gertrud of Helfta as Readers of Augustine’, Magistra (2012) pp. 3-19 (p. 7).] 



Aelred of Rievaulx (1110 – 1166/1167)

Aelred of Rievaulx was the twelfth century abbot of Rievaulx, a Cistercian abbey in Yorkshire. Rievaulx was the first Cistercian abbey in England and under Aelred, its second abbot, the abbey would found five daughter houses and its community would grow to over 600. Aelred wrote extensively throughout his tenure as abbot, first at Revesby Abbey, a daughter house of Rievaulx, and then at Rievaulx itself when he was elected to the post in 1147, and continued to write until his death twenty years later. Aelred is best known for his writings on spiritual friendship and 
brotherhood. 

Aelred’s writings emphasise the relationship with others, according to Sungho Lee “Aelred saw the human as a being who is always in relation to others.”[footnoteRef:30830] It is unsurprising then that Alred was influenced by the writings of Saint Augustine. Brian Noell refers to Pierre Courcelle’s observation that ”Ælred tends to express himself by appropriating the language of Augustine’s Confessions.”[footnoteRef:23894] Noell continues that ”Ælred uses Augustine as a literary authority conferring prestige on his biographical accounts. Moreover, the Confessions supplied him with a model for his own journey toward final salvation.”[footnoteRef:7253]  [30830:  Sungho Lee, ‘Aelred of Rieuvaulx’s Relational Anthropology in Socio-Historical and Religious Context’, The Expository Times (2019) pp. 358-398 (pp. 385-386).]  [23894:  Brian Noell, ‘Ælred of Rieuvaulx’s Appropriation of Augustine: A Window on Two Views of Friendship and the Monastic Life’, Cistercian Studies Quarterly (2002) pp. 123-144 (p. 123).]  [7253:  Brian Noell, ‘Ælred of Rieuvaulx’s Appropriation of Augustine: A Window on Two Views of Friendship and the Monastic Life’, Cistercian Studies Quarterly (2002) pp. 123-144 (p. 123).] 


Aelred uses Saint Augustine’s literary approach of the confessional voice appealing directly to God in his Pastoral Prayer. Augustine’s Confessions demonstrate an almost overbearing emotional candour and again Aelred carries this through into his own work. For Marsha L. Dutton it is precisely in this emotional candour that the “...essence of the Pastoral Prayer’s power lies...”[footnoteRef:26942] This approach through personal honesty conveys Aelred’s feelings of his own inadequacy for his role as abbot.[footnoteRef:1880] As with Jean de Fécamp Aelred’s prose style reflects the rhetorical features of Saint Augustine’s such as his use of antithesis and alliteration.[footnoteRef:2062] Dutton also makes reference to Charles Dumont’s consideration of the influence of the meditations of Jean de Fécamp and the prayers of Saint Anselm on Aelred.[footnoteRef:13081] Both of these writers draw from Saint Augustine’s Confessions and it can be seen how Aelred draws from Saint Augustine’s Confessions both directly and also indirectly, through the works of Jean and Anselm. Through this the building of the layers of Saint Augustine’s influence can be seen.  [26942:  Marsha L. Dutton, ‘Ælred of Rievaulx: The Pastoral Prayer’, Cistercian Studies Quarterly (2002) pp. 453-459 (p. 455).]  [1880:  Marsha L. Dutton, ‘Ælred of Rievaulx: The Pastoral Prayer’, Cistercian Studies Quarterly (2002) pp. 453-459 (p. 455).]  [2062:  Marsha L. Dutton, ‘Ælred of Rievaulx: The Pastoral Prayer’, Cistercian Studies Quarterly (2002) pp. 453-459 (p. 455).]  [13081:  Marsha L. Dutton, ‘Ælred of Rievaulx: The Pastoral Prayer’, Cistercian Studies Quarterly (2002) pp. 453-459 (p. 456).] 


Through Aelred of Rievaulx’s legacy Saint Augustine continues his literary influence beyond the lifetime of Aelred. “His own familiarity with Augustine’s Confessions not only provided him the model and precedent for this work but also exemplified the value of such a personal meditation for readers in generations yet to come...monks at Rievaulx recognised its value and treated it, as Wilmart says, as “a family legacy” for several centuries after Aelred’s death.”[footnoteRef:4803]  [4803:  Marsha L. Dutton, ‘Ælred of Rievaulx: The Pastoral Prayer’, Cistercian Studies Quarterly (2002) pp. 453-459 (p. 457).] 



In conclusion it is possible to see the influence on a number on eleventh and twelfth century monastic writers. These writers all exploited the Confessions of Saint Augustine to their own literary ends adopting Saint Augustine’s literary style, rhetoric, and themes. Each in their way contributed then to the continuing medieval influence of Saint Augustine’s writings and arguably beyond. 
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