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OF HISTORICAL EVIDENCE

IN A VERY SERIOUS AND ONCE IMMENSELY FPOPULAR AND 1

controversial novel of 1888 called Robert Elsmere,* an intelligent X

and devout young English clergyman begins to study the sources

T

| 1

{ for medieval history and ends by losing his faith. In spite of his
scholarly disposition and a university education, Robert Elsmere |

S —

found medieval narratives, especially chroni ints’

| devert
| : THE QUESTION
|

lives, totally unnerving.

|
ir. ‘.
il | _ One day he was deep in the life of a certain saint. The
| ) : saint had been a bishop of a diocese in Southern France.
: _ His biographer was his successor in the see, 2 man of high
] political importance in the Burgundian state, renowned
Bl besides for sanctity and learning. Only some twenty years
1 separated the biography, at the latest, from the death
of its subject. It contained some curious material for social
history, and Robert was reading it with avidity. But it
was, of course, a tissue of marvels. . .. [Here the author
quotes, from the saint’s life, a fairly conventional miracle
involving demons.]

Robert made a hasty exclamation, and turning to
Catherine, who was working beside him, read the passage .
to her, with a few words as to the book and its author. 1t

Catherine’s work dropped a moment on her knee. N
3 What extraordinary superstition!” she said, startled. “A
| bishop, Robert, and an educated man?”

Robert nodded. _
| “But it is the whole habit of mind,” he said half to
i himself, staring into the fire, “that is so astounding. No
one escapes it. The whole age really is non-sane.”

Robert Elsmere’s Anglican faith was temporarily secure in the
face of discredited Roman miracles, but an intellectual process
had begun that would not stop, and “the comparative instinct—
that tool, par excellence, of modern science” (as the author terms
what we would call historical criticism) refused to halt at
Protestant ground and inexorably death-marched Elsmere
through the Old and New Testaments until he could no longer 183
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believe in any revealed religion and had to take refuge in deism
and good works, It was a route that many Victorians knew well,

We still value medieval biographies for their “curious material

for social history,” though we have lost the impulse to exclaim
out loud at marvels, perhaps regrettably, since we really have no
explanation of them more thorough or satisfying than Elsmere’s
charge that the whole age was “non-sane.” We have simply
grown patronizing and tolerant.(ﬁe are also very like Robert
Elsmere and everyone his character was based on (those, at least,
who had learned the new biblical criticism), for whom liveliness
and general intelligence in a medieval historian were not enough
to compel respect if the writer could not also display an abiljty to
find and critically evaluate a variety of historical eviden?f\nd
that is a test no medieval historian can pass very creditably.
With Robert Elsmere, an articulate century milestone, we have
somehow come an immeasurable distance from Eleanor Tilney's
genial willingness to enjoy the invented speeches and edifying
anecdotes of dubious provenance found in history books, “very
well contented to take the false with the true,” as she says, with a
mild and undemanding skepticism. Admittedly, she would have
found medieval histories distasteful and crude, but she would
never, on their account, have ceased to be a Christian.

Since the Middle Ages and most noticeably since the nine-
teenth century, the writing of history has been strikingly trans-
formed—and likewise its sensitive corollary art, the reading of
historyr Modern readers have acquired fairly rigorous expecta-
tions as to form and content, and we have come to hold them so
unself-consciously that they seem part of the very framework of
our minds. Medieval histories do tend, as a consequence, to feel
unsatisfactory and, sometimes, positively baffling. There is,
after all, something impenetrable, tiresome even, about books
that promise a familiar array of contents, arrangement, and
intentions, and then deviate in odd and irritating ways from
expectations we consider not only proper but irresistibly nat-
ural. Classical histories, for all their occasional marvels, offer
no serious affront to present sensibilities, while medieval his-
tories often read like books from the other side of the looking
glass—plainly recognizable, but altered in disturbing ways. It is
not merely our high-minded rejection of entertainment in favor
of analysis that causes our dissatisfaction with medieval history
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(though that is part of it) but our ba.sic assump.tions about
historical evidence and its organization into narrahve.sequenc}e1
do not entirely help us to read medieval works with muc
itivity. '
'1"5}112 ke};r elements of historiography—evidence and narra.tlve
structure—were approached by medieval readel':s and'wntersi o
with expectations very different 4though Tt entirely d}ffen’:nt
m_ou n. During the twelfth centugy, when historica
writing of all kinds proliferated, ; suppose, at the le;st,
that fewmwwwgy
knew it, and yet, to modern tastes, medieval expectations a out
written historv seem terribly slack. Putting aside for the m.oment
“the matter of narrative structure, which d.epen.ds hteavﬂy on
formal literar ions and partly on his . interpreta-
tion, the most obvious questions about medieval hlStOkI)'les
concern evidence: that is, after all, what so upset Robert

ElsmereCIt would seem that in an age of high intellectual (ﬂ/ﬂ{/( uAl

sophistication, with a widely diffused taste for classical literature
and inquiry of all sorts, the best-educated people could not tell (

' i ces, accepted

g i i i nusual information oni
iquantities of complicated. distant. or unusual informatio
7 the assurances of one informant, and, worsF of all, had a sense of
i"; probability that apparently excluded ngthm’g_j f
The lamentable spareness of the last.two 't.)ooks of Hepry f
Huntingdon's history, the very books in which he promises so
tell what he himself has seen or has h‘efxrd ffom E}‘IEWII:HESSE %
. testifies to thp practical difficulty of writing hlxstory in an ags 0
“. difficult and slow communications. It required dets?rmlna uin
! and patience, well assisted by luck and a largfe ?cquaznta.r;:e, l0
A acquire full'information about an event, even if it happene otndy
?a few miles away.|Henry was well situated and ‘we}l conar;(ec eu "
but perhaps hisVery immersion in the world—his %nne t azlnthpE
by the claims of cathedral and archdeaconal business ar; :
welfare of his family—made him resort to sketchy ac}v]:fun s all_ll !
a lot of poetry when he came to write conter.npo.rary : stlorya.ml
was, in any case, a man of bookish t.astes, inclined t? e egE thi-
derivative work. Probably, his Latin prose rendennﬁ o e
Anglo-Saxon poem on the battle of Brunanbur}} sho'ws im m(i)n-
comfortably employed. However, even an‘hlstonan 1.1101: -
clined to look about him and report to his readers in de

Cvutd
Jubsth
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i would not easily find many accounts of any single event,
B | especially written accounts that could be considered at leisure.
: ¢ Reference bibliongLhy was nonexistent, and contemporary or
.' mﬁmoved into general cir-
| [ culation slowly and erratically. Henry’s discovery of Geoffrey of
Monmouth’s book at Bec, although the men had shared the same
patron in England, is at first surprising, but suggests a common

circumstance; much older works with more copies stored in
monastery and cathedral libraries were more readily at hand. If

books were of limited access, reliable witnesses were more so,

something from several witnesses of good moral character, and
(/J( he clearly regarded that as a circumstance deserving special
- notice. In general, if a medieval historian of contemporary
' \ events had refused to write until he had seveilaj accounts to

i |
il | ( [William of Newburgh frequently mentions that he learned
|

e

compare, he would have had little enough to te
[ We _should remember that practical problemg even trivial
} one(.can be overwhelming when there is no methodical disci-
pline to point to solutions and to shame the expedients of
laziness with a high and widely acknowledged standard of work®
The amount of history read in the ordinary course of a boy
education was undoubtedly larger than it would seem from the
circumstances of its not appearing formally in the trivium or
quadrivium (it was subsumed under the category of Grammar),
and we can be certain that all educated men had a clear idea of
r what ancient and modern history contained and sounded like.
But casual reading of even the most scrupulously composed
history books does not necessarily reveal their secrets, and
—without any formal or systematic study directed to some pro-
cedures and methods for composing history, prospective histor-
| ians were left very much alone to cope with theory and practice
according to their own lights, Henry of Huntingdon is exactly
the instance of a highly educated man floundering in his task
through the lack of any but the vaguest guidelines for accom-

\ /1 8eneral knowledge and exempla) ensur i

methods as a special form of literature would not_be debated,
refined, and Taught t6 every new writer to polish or supply the

186 lack of his natural gifts. In compensation, history writing was
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The reliance on uncorroborated, or very partially corrobo-
\ rated, testimony for natural events (fo the almost complete

‘ exclusion of circumstantial evidernice) and the acceptance of such

bL testimony (inspired testimony, in the case of the Bible) had a ] I
-pervasive effect, if one hard to define, on ideas about natural W l

=

plishing it.|The absence of histor iti chool lectures -
1 Wt from simple reading of history for
} ] I . - ] I .

be expected that medieval Christians should have ready a
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left to develop freely, but too much freedom results more often in
dreary, cautious sameness than in bold originalit

testimony as evidence for supernatural events form a simple
division of the subject of evidence that, however obvious to us,
would not have been recognized in the twelfth century. Natural
and supernatural events differed in immediate cau"s?., intentior'x,
and frequency, but not in.their inherent probability, and did
not, at the time, require different kinds of evidence.

It is quite possible that the universal inclination to accept

miraculous events on the basis of honest, ar well-intentioned, /! ! 2 : WL

events and evidence for them.l'fhis acceptance generally tended

to disarm_suspicion about the worth of testimony and to
eliminate any Felt need for circumstantial or indirect evidencd, I
discussed this matter in particular relation to William'of ew-
burgh and his struggles with the evidence for demonic agents
and vampires, and those observations apply gener.ally . t_o
twelfth-century historical practice.('fhe complete and 1n.1p11c1t
belief in the frequent activity of supernatural beings in th?
natural order made necessary a trustful reliance on “moral tru th:[_
(which results “when you tell a thing sincerely and precisely as it
appears to you”) if anything at all were to be. known about such -
important but elusive events. Miracles sometimes, bl{t not often,
left behind material clues. The attitudes and a ans le;
from religious study, reliance on the revealed truth of scripture |
and on thosa'al'y men of postbiblical authority,_were naturally ‘3
brought to the investigation of recent miracles; it was an easy,
perhaps inevitable, step to the secular world. I am, for the sake

of exposition, suggesting an artificial sense of logical or sequen-
tial progression from religious studies to secu%af, from_ super-
natural events to natural; to suggest an untidier feeling for
pervasive influences, for habits or states of mind, would be more

curate. . '
The acceptance of miracles on the basis of testimony wa :
central to Christian faith and Christian history. It could hardly =
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radically different set of intellectual assumptions and habits to
bring to the problems of their own, more recent, history In a
general way, standards for accurate knowledge were not derived
from experience and probability in the natural order and then
applied to the supernatural but, rather, the other way around,
What was adequate for knowledge of the superior order may
inevitably have seemed adequate for the lower. It was, as the
astounded Robert Elsmere observed, “the whole habit of mind”

THE QUESTION OF HISTORICAL EVIDENCE

as I can discern, a man given to theological speculation, was
absorbed by the terrible impermanence of all human life (or at
least human pleasures) and found consolation in thinking of the
unchanging, unseen things that offered the true grounds for a
Christian’s hopes. Such a gtate of mind, however interesting and
sensitive in itself, was not-a—premising beginning for history.
Even William of Newburgh, a more critical man and a better
historian, is most energetic and original in the pursuit of the

and "no one escapes it.| (Whether he was quite fair in thinking supernatural or the explication of divine purpose in natural
tl'_'at the whole age really was “non-sane” is, of course, another "t events. It is hardly wonderful that a preoccupation with the
kind of question.) HE {unseen, higher truths could be accompanied by a certain im-
3 )
J

The@;velopment of proceduresb:)r studying historical events - patience with the minutiae of secular events, especially if it

( had to‘be somewhat discouraged by the universally held prej- » required tedious effort to discover and record them all. (High

8 ' udice that the objects of such study were not very exalted. That i and low motiv ine pily.)ﬁu_lcmg.as_ap
persuasion was somewhat mitigated by another, equally uni- ; 'f account seemethcorrectin its main ele 2 the main elements

versal, which held that the sgeculum was theoretically dignified would have to suffice—junless the smaller aspects struck the o

by an invisible cloak of the divine, and the most ordinary WFM would be a laughable
usion to think that all, or even most, hedieval historians were

[ happenings might express, in some fragmentary way, an in- _ ":;"-F
tention beyond immediate appearances—and historians cer- : of a devout or thoughtful temperament, given to deep reflections
on the frangibility of human life; but the odd cursoriness and a

|

|
“ tainly gave way often enough to the temptation to speculate ;I L

| kind of slackness of observation found, to some degree, in all the
|

[}

about the eternal, “real” meanings of things before they had
{ . written history of the period may be the attenuated expression of
B a (ﬁply felt view of the universe.
K istorians also had to cope with the discouraging and again,

nearly exhausted the possibilities of the present and visible[ 1t.
was, after all, a cliché of historical writing, but one sincerely
held, that the major purpose of recording secular history was to

. ezcE.—Df’EEIE Divine Will working through lower agents. John of _: ~ i pervasive, subtle assumption felt acutely throughout the twelfth
i SaibeU_? who wrote a first-rate history, the Historia pontifi- g .| century that nothing on earth would hold still, reveal itself in its
‘. calis, a few years after Henry of Huntingdon died and a ! y ( true nature, and remain that way (Aelred of Rievaulx, who

thought of life as a furious river, comes to mipd). The highest
objects of human knowledge were eternal and unchanging,

| "~ generation before William or Richard wrote, is particularly

|

|

; explicit about the relation of the natural to the supernatural
I

A world: [My aim, like that of other chroniclers before me, shall _ complete and true, but Everything beneath heaven was of a
{ be to profit my contemporaries and future generations. For all 3 -5_ mixed nature, restlessly shifting and tossing up deceitful ap-

pearances. The human mind itself was gross and slow, so
K William of Newburgh complained, and incapable of penetrating
| even the secrets of the lower world
"~ Nonetheless, like the man who was astonished to discover that
._ all his life he had been speaking prose without knowing it, all
rts of things only begin to exist once we have learned of them.
) @MM&}Lmntury would hav ht that ¥
il f “evidence” was a source of int [3 le problems. [In common life
©  a working method for determining the tru -~ things was 189

|
1
1
|
|
|
|
] these chroniclers have had a single purpose: to relate note-
| | worthy matters, so that the invisible things of God (invisibilia
' dei) may be clearly seen by the things that are done.”
, Theoretically, all of secular history, the visible “things that are
’ < done,” w to the “invisible things” by an ultimate cause
: and purpose, usually quite obscure, and the categories of natural
i . and supernatural beings and events could be seen as though
| ' ranged along a continuum from grossness and instability to
| 188 ' refinement and permanence. Henry of Huntingdon, not, so far

-

p
|
]
1
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always available. The law courts, which had no choice but to
pronounce something to be the truth, had their own procedures
for obtaining information and, increasingly during the twelfth
century (and most rapidly in England) were discarding the old
system of ordeals in favor of the sworn, evidence-giving jury.
The ordeal was a temptation of God; William of Newbur
mt the poor army of half-prepared crusaders who
rushed into battle arrogantly counting on divine assistange were
Iso tempting God and almost deserved their defeat] Sensible
and sophisticated people in the second half of the twelfth century
@‘ were genera y coming to reel that complacent reliance on super-
n mterventtionwas bothrimpractical and morally suspec‘é%-
€ evidence acceptable in a court 0

w f;ssentaally similar to good historical evidence: “thoral )-
CtrEEL\Punbiased and free from self-interest. En moving from
to }@M{tshadjemdadmjam of rationality and, r

m&é_{ﬂally, entered into all the difficulties faced by historians:
“Witnesses are unreliable, c corruptible, fearful, forgetful; the
judges are not infallible, they are gullible.”s Still, most court
investigations were more systematic than those of most his-
torians, and they had the advantage of dealing with clearly
limited circumstances, specific questions, and matters that were,
/ in fact, susceptible of being unambiguously known (at least,

"WM compared with vampires).

Both the courts and the historians were seeking ‘fmoral trut
\mm- "

from their informants, but-amore-active skepticida was bailt
into the law whose activities were all adversary procedures.
Historians often obtained their information fro hat

ﬁ*smm%p%—gg_g friends, ecclesiastical superlors‘_—nTén of high
rank, bystanders wﬁ.h_wly, nothing _o_g_a_xﬂ_by lylngj
G)A/]l',b(/{\ (There were penalties for jurors who chanced to give wrong
o information, however innocently.) Both historians and courts
(/WW characteristically directed their skeptical impulses toward ex-
posing conscious deception. Even the “old books” mentioned by

most historians were consulted in much the same spirit; the
author’s sources of information were not evaluated, especially if
the book appeared rare and very old, nor was he scrutinized for
unconscious bias. There was even a certain amount of inevitable
confusion of fiction and nonfiction in an age when fiction was
routinely prefaced by claims of historicity that, however con-

190
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ventional and artful, were often quite artlessly believe{d/ When
William of Newburgh attacked Geoffrey of Monmouth it was
for simple deception, consciously done p
purposes.] Geoffrey was, in William's humo smes less eyes, a false
witness with pernicious intentions. Henry of H n, per-
haps moved by his love of effective literature, simply thought
that Geoffrey had written an extraordinarily interesting history
_book™

" We cannot accuse any clever twelfth-century writer of being
so naive as not to realize that one honest story might not be the
whole truth of any matter, but&xere was no systematic or
thorough effort to find ways to detect mistaken or biased “moral
trut@ ThWMMMWﬁ were
not sufficiently distinguished, just_as_the difference between
“possibility” and “probability” in the twelfth century was less
marked-tharitis fiow. Lhere was, in historians and everyone
else one encounters through twelfth-century sources, skepticism
in a hearty measure but directed chiefly to credulity and |
deception. Perhaps, among historians, the universal interest in ;
motivation has been described as part of the pervasive legacy of
Sallust to the Middle Ages: “... his analysis of motive, in-
formed by cynical pessimism: suspect the worst. ... His lesson
was well learnt. ... Naive they often were in their views on
causation; but many show an acute awareness of self-interest
covered up by hypocrisy, which they revel in exposing.”®

Self-interested frauds have to be complemented by credulous
fools, and, then as now, clever men looked down on honest
fools and were inclined to confound stupidity with wickedness

or at least moral laxness. William of Newburgh was very severe -

w1th with people who believed in every new marvel or every dubious "\
saimt, Cases such as the Christian looter of Jewish houses (at
Stanford in 1190), who was killed in a squabble over the plunder
and then revered as a local saint until Bishop Hugh of Lincoln
forbade his veneration, may seem to us a bizarrerie of popular
piety and crowd psychology; William characteristically looked .
first for deception on the part of someone with something to
gaﬁ\""‘h‘l‘thE'tH'SE'Uf‘thE‘S ainted thief, the cult began with the :
dreams of some poor, old person (not the sort of witness William
trusts) and the “illusory appearance of false signs”; he uses the
word praestigiis, which suggests tricks as well as illusions.” But if

191
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the cult arose through suggestible ignorance, it was nurtured by
venal fraud: “It was welcomed by certain clerks who saw that
there was money to be gotten out of the superstition.”® In that
case, and in others, when there is a strong suspicion of fraud,
William's kind of moral skepticism is very effective. However,
even in very odd cases, if there seems to be no agent of conscious
deception, no opportunity for profit (one thinks of the vam-
pires), he generally does not question vigorously but proceeds to
the next level of interpretation. Richard of Devizes was, if
anything, more skeptical, but to different purpose; what could
outrage and anger William merely amused Richard. His account
of the supposed child-martyr of Winchester is a brilliant study in
fools and scoundrels, with the author laughing at them all.

This fairly static picture of one aspect of twelfth-century
thought must be broken apart to allow room for some new and
different elements that are peculiarly characteristic of the age
and suggestive of things to come. il b
blames both Henry II and Becket for persevering in stubborn-
ness [0 tHe defriment o urch and state alike, and when he
suggests that the English bishop’s lax enforcement of adequate
laws governing clerks was ultimately to blame for the conflict,
he has taken a step far beyond the simplicities of truthful or lying
witnesses. He has described a situation that turns about a cause;
not a motive, and has recognized the many shades of ambiguity
between right and wrong. When he suggests a connection
between well diggers hitting a vein of toxic gas and the deaths in
the lime pit at Malton, he is allowing the regular course of nature
some of the consequence it deserves instead of turning too
quickly to the supernatural. William’s painstaking efforts to
understand marvels as thoroughly as he could and to find some
explanation by himself (though not a natural one, of course)
rather than to accept pious formulas, and his evident disgust
with looters and murderers who attacked the richer Jews for the
greater glory of Christendom and the destruction of the records
of indebtedness—all attest to a new self-confidence of moral
feeling, common sense, and inquiry.

Henry of Huntingdon comes to life only when hit closely by
the attack on clerical marriage or when troubled by thoughts of
loss and death. Richard of Devizes is all personality, confident
and self-conscious. The effect of his cynical eye is enhanced by

THE QUESTION OF HISTORICAL EVIDENCE

his resolute and urbane mundaneness; not many miracles dare to
happen in his world. He is both fairly accurate and casua-llly
offhand about it; perhaps an increasingly secular point of view
sharpened his judgment and powers of observation. Natural
shrewdness and parochial concerns made him attend to what he
knew best. In an age that liked its literature long and its authors
reticent, he wrote a short book full of himself.

I have not intended to suggest a strict chronological progres-
sion through the century, but a kind of leavening—of resurgent
personality, powers of observation, and an inclination to ques-
tion (and to laugh)—that one notices more clearly in tlje second
half of the century than in the first. It is an inchoate, growing
taste for a more material, orderly, and original observation of
the world, not transforming the ction of evidence, but
blending new elements with the oIdj?e

—
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ONE ESPECIALLY WITTY MODERN HISTORIAN HAS ROBUSTLY ACCUSED
medieval histories of being just one damn thing after another
(although in 1944 he said it a shade more politely)® and that
uncompromising little phrase expresses exactly the experience of
reading medieval histories JOf course, history has come a long
way from the twelfth century. We are now perfectly accus-
tomed to see a history book begin with the author's gratitude to

. his first mentors, present colleagues, and spouse, and end with
an alphabetical index, and to find everything between in firm
and logical order; we would be made slightly uncomfortable if it
were otherwise. And with due allowance for the march of
civilization, one might think that medieval readers, too, ex-
ected and recognized certain conventions of arrangement. Yet
&?ﬂ best medieval histories, for all their success with vivid detai],
sharp observation, and the like, seem to have no shape at zj}
" With certain internal lapses, backtrackings, and confusions,
_@i_m{?_dﬂgi;;w«eed chronologically, and that rudi-
mentary prinCipie appears to have been the only discipline to
ensure anything like an orderly presentatiod. And orderliness,
that modest substitute for logical structure, would seem the most
we can hope to find in the twelfth century, Hecause the modern

= s T — "

0T written history.2 While
even a limited understanding of causes, such as an exclusive
interest in motivation, is enough to produce an intrinsic struc-
ture if it is pursued with strict consistency, we generally feel that
some such concept is absolutely necessary if a work is to have
any form at all. From this point of view, so natural and

necessary to us, the apparent shapelessnes Ifth-ce
%s the unhappy, inevitable corollary of the absence of

natural causatio ontemporary historical thought,
The fact that{ history] was, in the past, a LLLEJ:G-F}'—G&:L@: a
194 ies of polite | suitable for the practice of any person of
[ o LA 4o

/_._\\‘-—\—\‘
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decent education is known in an offhand way by everyone, but
this commonplace premise suggests a way of looking at the
estion of narrative structure. JThe medieval expression of this
idea was the inclusion of histéry in the category of Gr ar
the third of the trivium that embraced all literary studies. [[sidore
of Seville) who always rewards consultation on many points of
common knowledge and traditionCdivides his book on Gram-
mar into the two broad categories of poetry and prose and
further divides prose into fabula and historia, Fabula is the story’™
of fictional happenings; historia is the narration of hings that |
»The distinction is only one of /
ent, not of form, much less of intelfectual approach " This )
Grammar because whatever
is worthy of memory is commiited Towritinig. Isidore further
distinguishes history from monthly or yearly notations (kalen- (
daria or annales) by its larger chronological scope and by the
fact that_“annual memoranda are carefully expanded into /
books,”iﬁﬂe position assigned to history in Isidore’s time and (
throughout the Middle Ages was perhaps a little vague, but
comfortable; it was distinguished from other narrative com-
£ Positions only by the presumed %.of its contents) There was,
as has been remarked before{iro special set of rules for writing
history, either with regard fto content or to form) Just as
medieval historians brought with them their common assump-
tions and habits to the task of selecting evidence, so they quite
naturally brought the conventions of contemporary narrative
literature, whether unconsciously or studiously accumulated, to
the task of composition.
This admittedly simple relationship between history and
fictional narrative has not been much explored, perhaps because
!'ﬁfmo not find medieval histories aesthetically in-
teresting and historians deplore what they comsider an illicit and
# improper connection. The idea of history imitating, though at
some remove, the conventions of narrative fiction is nonetheless
easier to accept than the alternative idea that medieval historians
merely picked up a quill and rambled-6iig some fluffy-minded
way until they had run out of/fes gestad.\The fact that the
writings of the best historians a ore or less discursive
and disconnected to us and all sound substantially similar to one
another suggests that the historians were writing in accord with
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tastes and standards recognizable to them and their readers,,
however obscure to us{ Vernacular narratives, often treating
similar subjects (herces, wars, great explmts) were the natural
ontemporary models for history. T i i
writer of romance, was a trouvére—one who
ard Trrade theminto Hterature—There was not
fradition or contemporary thought to su

e s £ IO

est that history

is consoling to a historian to find the literary critics puzzling
over “the rather loose and even disorderly appearance of much
medieval literature”” and the absence of causality, and generally ©
complaining about the same cmc and romance
that disturb the historian of written history. Literary scholars

have devoted a great deal of effort to the question of organiza-
tion in medieval narrative, and it would seem reasonable to

suppose that any general theories of narrative structure derived | ,

from imaginative literature should apply to history as well. f o
Literary critics, however, have often approached the Middle
Ages armed with stern Aristotelian or subtle Coleridgean ideas
of artistic unity, and their analyses are often so abstruse or
refined as to be inapplicable to the uses of simpler historians,
past and present. Analyses of structure based on symbolism,
numerical systems, or motif duplication, while perhaps suitable
for certain works of the finest literary craftsmen, cannot be
applied to history without doing gross violence to common {

sense. Still, general theories of medieval narrative that attempt

to isolate and describe narrative conventions.and techniques in.
the broadest and most inclusive termsmust-have-theirusefulness-

for h:stonoaraphy

“If twelfth- -century history was a familiar form to.its—+eaders

2 and not a mere jumble of content, it cannot be classed among the

most sophisticated literature of the age with respect to formal
technique. The best historians exerted much more than per-
functory control over their materials, but they pursued literature
as knowledgeable imitators; they did not set the pace.ghxe
“other” writings of most twelfth-century historians tend to be
biblical commentary, hagiography, and similar works of a
religious nature, though it can be confidently assumed that
monks and clerks were not above reading secular stories and
poetr}a Of the three under particular discussion here, Henry of
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Huntingdon was most truly a man of letters, writing essays on
m]ects poetry, and formal epistles, but he has never
been considered a writer of the first rank. William of Newburgh
composed a commentary on the “Song of Songs”; Richard of
Devizes lent his pen to the Winchester Annals for some years,
and his Cronicon contains a poem of his own composition. Given
the general nature of medieval narrative and the particular
talents of the historians under discussion, I have not attempted
to construct a complete analysis of any one historical work. The
facts that Henry of Huntingdon continued his book on several
occasions after it was, ostensibly, finished; that he removed and
replaced the epilogue and finally left it off altogether; that
William of Newburgh's history is apparently unfinished, and
many similar others, suggest that these works are probably not
susceptible to the kind of formal scrutiny appropriate to imag-
inative literature. The construction of a scheme that would
integrate beginning and end and would provide logical or other
connections for all the narrative material of a history might very
well strain ingenuity and credulity too far. I think that it is more $
appropriate and useful to describe in broad strokes some of the
commonest narrative techniques of the twelfth century and to
indicate their application to contemporary history, and in this
cautious way to try to understand how the conventions and
aesthetic standards that governed the authors of epic and
romance also guided the construction of historical narrative.
It seems to me that first steps toward the W
can safely be made under the capable and comprehensive
guidance of Eric Auerbach, whose term parataxis, discussed in
several of the essays in Mimesis,® works as a focus for certain

atu taxis in its basic sense is a grammatical term that
indicates the juxtaposition of essentially equal elements without
causal or temporal congectives and without the subordination of
. one element or anothgr} parataxis is opposed to hypotaxis,
! which is the form of constructionyin which elements are con-
nected in subordinative relations%arataxis is the single char-
acteristic that most strikingly distinguishes medieval from classi-
cal or modern narrative; encountered in historical narrative, it is
profoundly disturbing, both aesthetically and intellectually.
Auelrch expands these terms far beyond clauses and con-
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junctives. Hypotactic constructions, chosen with fine discrimi-
nation, are of the essence of classical thought exemplified by its
“literary language ... with all its ingenious and nicely shaded
conjunctions, its wealth of devices for syntactic arrangement, its
carefully elaborated system of tenses.”® The rational arrange-
ments of language and, by implication, of thought, gave way in
late antiquity to a simpler, less rational, but potentially more
dramatic method of juxtaposition: “Dixit Deus: fiat lux, et facta
est lux.”*® The paratactic style, which had been, in classical

terms, a_"low” stvle suitable only for satire_and comedy,

: became, in the hands of T - i
WEWMW
mﬂﬁwrmﬂﬁ:sewed
the paratactic style of the Bible in his translation rather than
recasting it into a “high” classical style signaled the inevitable
/dominance of a new literature that combined “low" style and _

' --‘lofty subjects. The Bible, once a stylistic embarrassment to

educated pagan converts, became the model for a new, emo-
tional, and powerful style whose connections were not causal or
temporal but somehow “vertical,” linking earthly events to the
Divine Will.

Many examples are, 1 think, unnecessary, to illustrate the
change from classical gradations of relationship to the discon-
certing abruptness and unexplained juxtapositions so familiar in
all medieval narrative, history not least of all. It is significant
that the jaggedness of Gregory of Tours's prose does not
disappear by the polished twelfth century, although so much else
had changed. “The chancellor went to Dover . .. and the count
turned over all the fortified places of the land, which had been
surrendered to him, to whomever he pleased and most trusted.
The king of the French sailed ... home from Acre with a small
force.”** This example of paratactic prose is from the subtle,

s classically learned Richard of Devizes, and any page opened at
random in his book can furnish more. It is inconceivable that -
"Richard was unable to understand that there might be a better
connective than et to describe the relationship between the
chancellor's retreat to Dover and John's disposition of the
castles. He also knew enough Latin to write a plausible transition
for his next paragraph, which changes the scene abruptly from
England to the Holy Land. Richard is so artful a writer that one
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is forced to conclude that he wrote by choice in this style and
that it was acceptable and satisfying to him and to his cultivated
circle of friends. They could not have experienced the un-
explained shifts and missing connections as rough and clumsy,

much less as simpleminded.
The patrons and readers of Henrv of Huntingdon and of

William of Newburgh_as - nofe i e
who thought highly enough of history to commission books. It

can be a useful test of our own reactions to imaghe them redding
passages such as the following one from Henry of Huntingdon:
“In this year the king led an army into Wales. . . . A huge comet
appeared at the end of May. The king went across to Normandy
and made all the nobles of the country swear fidelity to the lord
William his son, and he returned to England.”'? Every con-
junction iset. We would, at the least, prefer to be told that the
king went to Normandy “in order to” make the nobles swear

some specified relatio ween_t} :
a_gf_tg?_lLlE_S.._r_egﬁ_l‘.___ess_Df what we think of pr . We are not at
all justifie ing that twelfth-century readers felt the
same. William of Newburgh shows a taste for more hypotacticiy
constructions, frequently using the ablative absolute or sub- |
ordinating conjunctions in sentences within the passages of_,i";
exposition or anecdote; the overall construction of his book,
chapter by chapter or episode by episode, is paratactic. :
In this case of a change in taste so extreme that we cannot
pretend to reconstruct intuitively the reactions of earlier minds,
we are forced to accept a great deal “on credit,” as it were.
Paratactic prose came into increasing use in late antiquity and
was the norm in the twelfth century, in spite of well-known
classical models. The general absence of causality from medieval

[

fidelity and “then” returned to England; we also feel the lack-ef f

thought is simply not a sufficient explanation for the quality of

-+hard—juxtaposition_th medieval lit-
rature, fiction and history alike, the work of scholars and

trouveres writing in Latin and in the vernaculars. We have to
accept, for example, that any characteristic of narrative style
commonly found throughout the works of educated men had tob_."
be there because everyone at the time liked it, 1 less of how
repugnant we find it.* Perhaps the enhanced{{orce of parataxis
held a strong W and classical hypotactic arrange-

Wty
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ments seemed long-winded and tedious, or seemed to weaken
the overall effect, or were simply unnecessary—like saying

"Paris, France.” We can speculate that the homogeneous culture
of a small literate class encouraged a shorthand style of writing,

. {with the reasoned connections and much detail supplied by the

ireader or auditor.

Auerbach, with a well-earned largeness of vision, has spec-
ulated on the relationship between paratactic organization and
Christian views of history. He sees in the Vulgate a signal

literary concession to a lower style of syntax, “far the Latin
translati i reserved the paratactic characte

the original,”** and a corresponding, more grave, concession of
classical rationality to a providential, figural conception of
history. Syntax, in this view, is a key to mind.

For example, if an occurrence like the sacrifice of Isaac
is interpreted as prefiguring the sacrifice of Christ, so that
in the former the latter is as it were announced and
promised, and the latter “fulfills” ... the former, then
a connection is established between the two events which
are linked neither temporally nor causally—a connection
which it is impossible to establish by reason in the hori-
dimension (if I may be permitted to use this term for a
temporal extension). It can be established only if both
occurrences are vertically linked to Divine Provi-
dence, which alone is able to devise such a plan of
history and supply the key to its understanding. . .. This
conception of history is magnificent in its homogeneity,
but it was completely alien to the mentality of classical
antiquity, it annihilated that mentality down to the very
structure of its language, at least of its literary language,
which . .. became wholly superfluous as soon as earthly
relations of place, time, and cause had ceased to matter. 15

Thus Auerbach concludes that paratactic structure and “the
figural interpretation of history” emerged victorious together.
The first and obvious objection that this plausible grand scheme,
which integrates language and theology, cannot easily be re-
duced to a level that applies sensibly to “the king went across to
Normandy and made all the nobles of the country swear fidelity,

- and he returned to England,” has been anticipated by
Auerbach. He explains that, since the figural interpretation of
history “was no fully adequate substitute for the lost compre-
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hension of rational, continuous, earthly connections between
things™¢ and was too difficult to apply to most ordinary,
everyday events, writers fell back on_’passive observation,
resigned acceptance, or active exploitation of whatever chanced
to occur in the world of practical events—raw material which
was absorbed in its rawest form.”?” That is, they exerted almost
no control at all. ‘

While Auerbach’s ideas about language and historical thought
are brilliant and suggestive and are clearly the best, most
dignified approach to medieval history, even he seems to think
that most postclassical history, aspiring to neither rationality
nor figura, was written in a kind of stylistic and menta] vacuum.
In a way, he asks too much or sees too much in the growing
dominance of paratactic prose; it must either aspire to vertical
links with Divine Providence or lapse into nothing. Without
denigrating Auerbach’s powerful and convincing analogy be-

tween style and thought, a less highly charged level of discussion ..

is possible.

Stylistic elements such as parataxis, and others as well, can be
regarded simply as the formal conventions of literary composi-
tion. Psychological and philosophical interpretations in appro-
priate cases are not negated by a more formalist or descriptive
approach, but neither are they necessary to it. One recent study,

Structure in Medieval Narrative by William Ryding, has pre- -

sented a descriptive analysis of the development and chief
characteristics of medieval narratives, especially in the twelfth
and thirteen centuries.’®* Ryding’s study is based primarily (but
not solely) on French vernacular literature, but its conclusions
are intended to have more general application; the particular
interest for students of historiography lies in the wonderful
tness of Ryding's observations for historical narrative.
Medieval Latin history shares with the great mass of medieval

fictional narrative the appearance of ”a_string of juxtaposed,

m,uma-}ly—indgggg_,dent episodes,” which is called, in French, the

W’a phrase that makes us think of a chest of
dra ich are explored one after the other."“@Jch cohesion
as these narratives have is often provided by a single hero whose
adventures make up the different episodes of the, often long,

story ;Jhe analogy for historiography is obvious, as the roman 4
tiroirs is a reasonably apt description of Henry of Huntingdon's

L
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Y
or William of Newburgh's loose, episodic narratives of events in
.and concerning England. f{?dTng's comments on the roman g
tiroirs organization apply equally well to fiction and nonfiction:
“The structural pattern of such stories is basically repetitive and
sequentjal, one event cluster after another: it is not develop-
mental_Such stories have not a single heginning. middle, and
eg_g_;_ each episode has its awm beginning iddle__and f-
r-- stories of this sort may nonetheless
prove very effective in the reading, depending on the quality and
arrangement of the episodes.”2° The narrative that continued but
did not develop is nicely exemplified by histories that only
stopped but did not end and thus could absorb later additions by
the author (Henry of Huntingdon’s several editions) or even by
another author. Single episodes from this sort of narrative could
be discarded or rearranged without material damage to the logic
of the whole. It was a comfortable form for the author who-
iwanted to insert a favorite, if fairly unconnected, anecdote into
this work, and for the historian who liked to place information of
lonly private or provincial interest next to events of national
importance.

The roman a tiroirs allowed for variations; there could be a
frame of beginning and end with a stri i s between, or
more than one large episodic section, each with its own begin-
ning and end. For history, one thinks of Henry's use of the-idea
of foreign invaders as divine retribution (successively Saxors,
’anes, and Ndrmans) as frames for books of looser, eﬁi&cﬁz:,
material. The ge of artistry or simplicity found in the
fictional episodic story is paralleled in history, from the simple
chronological annal to the more focused and cohesive mono-
graph, in which the basic roman g tiroirs form is controlled by a
smaller period of time, a particular place, and/or a heroic
figure. The basic narrative conventions were available to writers
of varying skills, and more sophisticated and subtler artists than
the historians could better manipulate the narrative and some-
times shape the multiplicity of events into a symmetrical
balance. The essential point is simply the universality of epi-
sodic, nondevelopmental, serial organization—Auerbach’s
parataxis without the philosophic implications. It was clearly the
preferred form for narrative of all kinds, the form readers and

202 auditors expected and enjoyed. It was an aesthetic fact of
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medieval life, symptomatic of a profound difference in taste and
not of a failure of mind. As Ryding remarks, the problem for
modern readers is that “in every case we are faced with a
multiplicity where we should like to see unity.”2* That dizzying,
nonconnected multiplicity, so irritating to us, must have been a
source of real enjoyment to twelfth- and thirteenth-century
readers. Since we can no longer experience their enjoyment

directly, perhaps we should learn to measure their pleasure by

our anng
The ugiversal taste/foy co—m—;ougd narratives did not entirely

rule out the—possibility of some controlling design. The his-
torians were not leaders in such artistic developments, but they
were able to select some of the easier techniques, common
throughout fictional narratives, that were appropriate and use-
ful. The device of interlacing, which came into use during the &
twelfth century and grew especially popular in the thirteenth,
was one in which the author began one . episode, introduced a
second episode before he had ended the first, and then returned
to finish the first. More than two actions could be interlaced by a
clever writer, who could thereby keep several different, simul-
taneous actions moving together at great length. Chrétien de
Troyes was quite accomplished at this technique.?? Interlacing
had good possibilities for history, and it is commonly found in
historical works; it solved, for example, the problem of intro-

ducin, de into an English history.

enry of Huntingdop inserts a ten-page account of the First

rusade into Book VH; between William IT's Fitst expedition into
WalesimT096 and his second expedition in 1097. He prefaces th L
account of the crusade with a brief_justification for so long /a
digression and ends that account, remarking: “They subdued the
provinces and the adjacent cities for Christ, except Ascalo
which to this day perseveres in its sin.”2* The next paragraph
simply picks up the train of English history where it had left off.
llﬁsﬂldﬁmsade_iuv_ueﬂmgmplixly into Book VIII: In
1147 the earl of Chester attempts to take Lincoln: the French

king leads a new crusade; Bishop Alexander visits Rome, returns

home, and dies in 1148 (his character sketch is placed here); in

the same year the crusade fails badly and only a small English

force has any success before returning home; a new bishop is

elected to Lincoln.?* Interlacing the crusade with English ecclesi- 203
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astical affairs in a way that strikes us as disconnected and odd
was not the only possible way of narrating that material; Henry

undoubtedly chose it for t

William of Newburgh uses the same stylistic device for three _

_ crusades, each-one-meore elaborately interlaced than the last.

Book IV is wo ityvery thoroughly. It begins with the
coronation of d-1, his preparations for a crusade, and
important eventSin England; changes scene to crusading adven-
tures in Sicily and the Holy Land; interlaces the capture of
Richard with the collection of the ransom money in England;
and ends with the king safe again in England, wearing his crown
at Winchester. The basic material lent itself easily and appropri-
ately to the interlacing technique combined with the additional
element of design in the frame of the two coronations. By the

*. early thirteenth century, when William was writing, narrative

interlacing was coming into increasing favor, and readers of
William's Book IV must have admired the felicitous meeting of
elegance and truth.*

Richard of Devizes, whose book covers only the years 1189 to
1192, was a master of many styles. He understood classical satire
and effective oration; he could parody the sentimentality of
religious literature and yet compose a sincere, touching defense
of the monastic life. The pervasive style of his book, as one
should expect, conforms to contemporary taste, in that it is
severely paratactic, with episode after episode in hard juxtaposi-
tion with paratactic construction (the dominance of et as con-
junctive) of many sentences. His various and delightful jeux
d'esprit (the child-martyr parody, the guide to English towns)
are assembled episodically to create a compound narrative.
Richard’s work reports substantially the same historical events
as William’s Book IV, but he imposes a much more elaborate
scheme of narrative interlacing on the basic materials.

In the first few pages of his book, after the prologue, Richard
sets out his three major themes or subjects; the crusade of King
Richard, the elevation of William Longchamp as royal chan-
cellor, and the ambitions of the king's brother John.?* When the
book closes, the king has ended his crusade, Longchamp has
been deposed from office and expelled from England, and Count
John has been foiled in his attempts at usurpation. The book
contains a variety of other subjects, but these three themes are
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laced together from beginning to end. Although Richard wrote
an unusually short book compared with those of his contem-
poraries—only eighty-four pages in - Appleby’s edition—he
manages to change scene at least twenty-eight times—a veritable
skein of narrative interlacing, far more complex than William's:,
use of the technique. The changes of scene from England to
Sicily, Cyprus, Acre, and back are done quickly, paratactically, fJ
without transition, and they achieve some fine effects that even
modern taste can enjoy. All the actions move forward simul-
taneously and are held in suspense. A typical sequence of events
has King Richard waging war in Tancred's Siciliy while Queen
Eleanor brings him the daughter of the king of Navarre to be his
bride; meanwhile, back in England, John and William Long-
champ are holding their first hostile conference: in Sicily,
Richard negotiates his release from a promise to marry Philip
Augustus's sister; in England, the priors of Winchester and of
Bath decide to become Carthusians; Philip Augustus disembarks
from Sicily for Acre—and so forth.?” Because we find this
technique somewhat disconcerting and difficult to follow, we
can only guess at the effects intended; perhaps thinking of a
cinematic montage, the pleasures of contrast and variety, and of
suspense may help. At any rate, compared with the truly heroic
feats of interlacing achieved by fiction writers (the early
thirteenth-century prose Lancelot weaves numerous subplots for
more than a thousand pages),?® Richard was working in small
and intelligible scale. In one truly splendid section, Richard
interweaves the disastrous arrest of Geoffrey Plantagenet, arch-
bishop of York, by Longchamp’s men; the increasing tension
between Phlip Augustus and Richard I at the siege of Acre;
Count John's successful contrivances against Longchamp, who
retreats to the tower of London; the taking of Acre; and
Longchamp's trial in absentia,* The building tension of compet-
ing ambitions, hatreds, and violence is genuinely powerful.
Accepting the fact that many of the general aesthetic conven-
tions of twelfth-century narrative are applicable to the written
history of the period should help us to recognize, or at least be
reconciled to, a profoundly different standard of taste. It
remains true, of course, that aesthetic considerations cannot
meet our serious intellectual objections to what we now must see
as grave defects in medieval history, but historical writing (and
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fictional narrative) has had a radical development, and current
standards can be applied to the Middle Ages only at the risk of
grotesque anachronism,)Our objection to the lack of causal or
logical connections in history is met, in medieval aesthetic terms,
by the taste for paratactic structure and compound or episodic
literature. Our objection to the absence of a principle of design

bas
as a

on unity of action can be met by the recognition that unity
literary quality was not highly prized and that techniques,

such as narratjve interlacing, which imposed some design on dis-

parate materials, were

considered interesting and sufficient.

Even our confirmed grievances, that medieval histories seem to
ramble along slackly and erratically, often at great and unneces-

sary length, that they are discursive* and disorderly and filled

with pointless material, can be explicated in terms of a basic

eval aesthetic impulse.
plificatiop
is materials were fictive, a fine writer did not stake

his reputation on his inventive genius (fiction writers, trouvéres,
P g
generally used received stories or claimed to have found new

ones) but on_his ability to recast

ma,
tion

received materials into a
ive form,*
ecoratiye elaboration may

nified, elaborated, more impress
of elegance with fa ness an

largely explain the cor?témporary disregard for tidy cohesive-

ness
and

- The same literary qualities that distinguish the romances

epics of high literature from brief, popular tales also marked

the difference between true history and the jottings of annal keep-

ers.,
and

The common fate of many popular stories, which grew longer
more elaborate as each succeeding redactor “improved”

them, is paralleled by the practice of historians copying or
amalgamating the works of previous writers and then extending
them to a new chronological limit. Both the trouvere and the
historian found his basicma terials and amplified them, to the best

of his ability, in accord with current taste. Henry of Hunting-

don

's insertion of poetry into sections copied from Bede or the

Anglo-Saxon Chronicle is a good example of purely ornamental
amplification; seen in this aesthetic light, his inclusion of epistles,
genealogies, and the like, in various editions of his history is not
quite so egregious an act. Henry undoubtedly considered such—

tou

s—extraneous additions as reasonable and tasteful, as giving

was the essential work of an elegant writer.

.
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his book dignity, fullness, and interest. We do not have to
relinquish entirely our own conviction that Henry’s choice of
literary ornaments was not especially sensible or felicitous,
Given a firm cultural bias in favor of expansive narrative,
different authors still had different degrees of taste, judgment,
and skill. I -
William of Newburgh exhibited better taste and more com-
mopmor ing within the same canons of convention and
fashion, than did Henry of Huntingdon. Ryding defines two
primary categories of narrative amplification: rhetorical ampli-
fication, in which the writer reproduces received material but

gives it fullness with greater detail of explanation, and material -

amplification, in which the writer introduces new narrative
matter within or at either end of his work.?* The distinction
sometimes blurs a bit for historical narrative, but it is useful
nonetheless. For example, William's frequent use of dialogue,
especially invented dialogue,
amplification, while his vampire episodes qualify as material
amplification. Henry's poems, speeches, battle scenes, and his
Latin translation of the Anglo-Saxon poem are instances of

rhetorical amplification. A less frivolous sort of rhetorical
expansion are William's thoughtful excursuses on moral or

theological issues, such as the Becket controversy, the nature of
a;;nons, the spiritual fate of dead crusaders, or the value of
Geoffrey of Monmouth's work. Such passages elevate the intel-
lectual stature of the book and fill out many events to 2 more
complex level. The same techniques of composition were avajl.
able to Henry and William, but William displayed better judg-
ment of aptness and of appropriateness.

Free association, dependent on the writer’s particular re-
sources and intuition, played a large and legitimate role in
fiction and nonfiction narratives. "It stands to reason that in the
absence of strict logical control over a narrative sequence, some
form of association would from time to time dictate the devel-
opment of an episodic sequence.”>* The historian was committed
only to report “important” events of past or present time and
was free to exercise his own intuitive judgment or his emotions
in their selection. William tended to regard demons as important
and interesting, mﬂ?@%ﬁor demonic events

to liven an anecdote is rhetorical
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known to him into his history. If one event reminds him of
another, he may write several in a row before taking up again
the train of his original narrative. William ends his story of the
London popular leader, William Fitz Osbert, with an account of
how the misled populace tried to hnnor their demagogue as a
martyr after he was executed by hangmg There - immediately

follows the first vampire story, although there seems to have

_been no direct chronological sequence. This sequence seems to
/ have been the result of an associative process in William’s mind
:_that linked d:shonorable death, sin, popular misfortunes with

ominous consequences and an aura of spiritual unease.

~Narrative could also be amplified quite logically in order to

! explain or elucidate some occurrence, as Wien vvtittarm adds his
special knowledge abouf the color of the teeth of the dead
" Archbishop William of York to disprove rumors of poison. Both

commonsensical, ‘explanatory amplification and looser digres-
s:ons were regarded as legmmate and tasteful methcn&s for

be so regarded, of tight structure was an inevitable consequence
of the preference for expanded narrative and was, apparently, of
negligible importance to the twelfth-century reader.

A happy whim of fate has preserved the autographed manu-
script of Richard of Devizes's Cronicon and, in preserving the
author's draft, has given us a glimpse of the process of com-
position. In the editor’'s words:

A [MS 339, ff.25r-43v, Corpus Christi College, Cam-
bridge] bears all the marks of an author’s draft. It starts
out as a conventional chronicle, with wide margins at
the outside and bottom of the page and a line left blank
after each entry. Then the author starts adding bits of
information in the empty spaces. There is nothing in the
context to distinguish text from marginalia; the story
wanders from one to the other, apparently as the items
occurred to the writer. Some bits in the margin are ob-
viously intended to fit into the text and are so marked;
others carry on an entirely different story. In the year
1190, for example, once the story is under way, the deeds
of King Richard occupy the text and the misdeeds of
Longchamp the margin. In 1191, on the other hand,
Count John and Longchamp fill the text, and the king’s
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deeds are relegated to the margin. By f.40v things have got
so far out of hand that the margin is entirely filled, and the
space left blank for the text is used for an addition to the
margin. ... The writing varies from entry to entry, now
careful and stately, now hurried and dashing. The ink
varies throughout the manuscript. Spaces are left blank for
names or better turns of speech, which are sometimes
added later in a different ink. Corrections and interlinea-
tions abound. All these points would indicate that A is in
the handwriting of Richard of Devizes.?
The only other extant manuscript of Richard of Devizes's book,
MS B, is a fair copy in a different hand. The visual impression of
the manuscript, as described by Appleby, is entirely congruent
with chief techniques and conventions of twelfth-century nar-
rative art. The physical arrangement of parallel text and mar-
ginal material is a visual plan for interlaced narrative; the
exploding, engulfing marginalia allow us almost to see the very
process of associative and logical amplification.

Appleby has indicated marginal material and interlineations
by typographical means, which permits the reader to notice, for
example, that from the very beginning of the book, the mar-
ginalia combined rhetorical amplifications both explanatory and
digressive, with vital narrative material.>* The marginal material
sometimes extends the subject of the text logically, as when the |
text is about Longchamp becoming papal legate and the margin
adds that he held a council at Westminster;** or the margin can
insert unconnected information of peculiar interest to Richard
(often about monastic affairs) into a text concerned with major |
political or military events. One marginal story can, by clear’
association, lead to another. The marginal insertion about the
usurping prior of Montacute who suffered a sudden and sig-
nificant death, is followed directly, again in the margin, by
the account of the improperly ambitious monk, who, well-
deservedly, had a beam fall on his head.** Frequently, several
marginal additions are grouped together, which is, I think, a
natural occurrence, given the basic impulse to amplify. Margin
and text are used, as noted before, for interlacing events in
England with the crusade. The entire story of the child-martyr of
Winchester is a marginal entry, and it is followed by another
long marginal account of the bishop of Chester and his hatred
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for monks—a passage that presents Richard's defense of the
monastic life.3” The margin is also where King Richard’s defiant
speech to God, “Henceforth my banners will lie prostrate, not
for me, indeed, but for Thee,?® is to be found.

[ have stressed the importance of the marginal material in
: order to counteract the natural, modern expectation that mar-
ginalia must be extraneous or obliquely connected to the “real”
matter or, at best, explanatory, such as the notes we jot in the
margins of books. Richard’s use of the margins reveals some-
thing of the approach to composition when canons of taste were
focused, not on tidy and unifying structure, but on amplitude,
variety, -and multiplicity. In a spatial metaphor, his narrative
does not move forward with much impetus, but expands side-
ways from text to margin and back in a leisurely zigzag motion.
The burgeoning marginalia of the center of the Cronicon shows
the associative, amplifying process gaining momentum, growing
richer and fuller as it draws on the reserves of a clever and
cultivated mind. Richard, in common with all historians of his
period, came to his work ready-furnished with a minimal
structure of limited time, place, and major events, and that
structure (if we can so dignify it by the name) was as much as
contemporary taste demanded. The very choice of a monograph
on England over a universal history was a considerable step
toward specificity and was probably one aspect of the larger
impulse to realism and clarity in twelfth-century thought. Intel-
lectual movements and aesthetic conventions are, however,
hardly ever identical. The true writer’s task was, not to contrive
neat organization through a process of careful selection and
stern elimination, but to enlarge and enrich his basic narrative.
Richard’s book is, for the age, uncharacteristically short, but it
covers only a brief period and a limited scope of event and does
so at a leisurely pace of digressions, additions, and all the
resources of amplified or “high” literature. It is not a brief or
terse book but a slice, as it were, of a very large one.

What we have come to experience as rambling discursiveness
and irrelevance was once appreciated for its variety and ele-

twelfth centu ere easily applicable To history as it was then
understood. ﬁ %e looseness of narrative struct the universal
taste for fgression, the technique of ir@, the basic
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THE QUESTION OF LITERARY FORM

impulse to juxtapose/elements in accord with allusion or rela-
tions other th ictly logical or subordinating ones—all lent
themselves to the materials and point of view historians com-
monly brought to their work.{The expansiveness of narrative
forms, their ability to include much diversity, along with an
audience accustomed to understand connections or relations we
find obscure, to read at length, and to appreciate ornament and

igression—all conduced to fit history comfortably with existing
narrative forms)History participated in the fashions and tech-
niques of fictional narrative to the extent that historians were
able to imitate the stylistic elements of “high” literature; nothing
in an historian’s education or cultural milieu would have
prompted him to think that history needed a new and different
set of techniques or forms.
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THE QUESTION
OF CHRISTIAN HISTORY
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EarLy IN THE Historia pontificalis, JoHN OF SALISBURY, CON-
scientious as always andsttentive to the/single uniting purpose
of all Christian historians) as he understood it, gives one firm
example of how (t‘he invisible things of God may be clearly seen
by the things that are doné: ! .

It happened after the council [1148], while the pope
[Eugenius) was celebrating mass in the cathedral and the
chalice was being brought to him by his assistants accord-
ing to Roman custom, that through some carelessness of
the assistants the blood of the Lord was spilled on the
carpet before the altar. The pope at once sent his chan-
cellor, the cardinal deacon Guy of Pisa, to cut out the
piece of carpet on which the blood had fallen, and place
it among the other relics; and he imposed penance on the
assistants for such negligence. But this event frightened
many thoughtful men; for the prevailing belief was that
such a thing could never happen in any church unless
some serious evil threatened it; and since this time the
Apostolic See was involved the whole Church seemed to
be in danger. And indeed this belief did not err.?

John recognizes the fulfillment of this portent, explicitly and
rari isasters—suffered by the French and
German armies on tpe ade in that year.?

John of Salisbury was a thoroughly sensible man, and, for all
the apparently genuine fright of the event, there is an air of calm
and correctness about his relation of it; the terrible “accident” in
the cathedral is dramatic in setting and action, and the ex-
planatory unfolding in the Holy Land appropriate in scope and
meaning. The dignity of this example of Christian explication (as
rigorously “vertical” as Auerbach could demand) is only slightly
unsettled by the persistent, vulgar, silly idea of that piece of wet
carpet placed among jeweled bones. More seriously awkward is
the fact, at the center of the event in many ways, that the pope
punished his chalice-bearers for being clumsy. Presumably, the

neatly, in the
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assistants were, as they tripped on the carpet, the instruments of
ahigher will, bearing a message to such thoughtful men as could
“read” more than words; the bearers of such grave news were
surely.no_more responsible for spilling the wine than fvo:'r' ruining
the Second Crusade. Some explanation could be constructed
with terms like proximate and ultimate cause, but would, I
think, only explain away the central reality of the event—that
Eugenius’s impulse to punish his assistants was a natural one (in
the full colloquial sense of the word); that that impulse of
common sense radically contradicted his own and John's theo-
logical sense of the occasion; that a miniature tension that passed
unnoticed in the flurry of its own moment stands eternally and
interestingly unresolved in John's book.

This small matter may very well be the artificially sensitive
observation that betrays irrecoverable distances from writer to
reader, but it nonetheless sets forth plainly enough the terms of a
question that, for medieval historians, was neither small nor
artificial LIf historians at all times in the Middle Ages agreed that
God did manipulate the natural world for purposes of His own

{ that principle never was adequately extended to account for
/ particular_cases( the explanation for any event that hesitated
. between natural and divine agency depengde -

| temperament and persuasions of the indiyi

believing that genuine omens did occur as warnings from God
marnkind, but that portended misfortunes would not necessarily
follow, because God might, in the interval, alter His judgmen

but without thereby impeaching the validity of His portent.?
There were undoubtedly many people whose minds could not
conceive such complicated possibilities, who were restrained by
innate reasonableness from overeager belief in signs and casual
interferences by the Divinity. Many degrees of scrupulous
caution and ordinary skepticism were available to the intelligent
observer of John's age, but no one could simply deny the
superna ibiHttes—in—human e, 'no one cou
“comfortably assume the guarded posture available to the mod-
ern Christian historian, as so forthrightly expressed by one of
the most noted: “Hold to Christ, and for the rest be totally
uncommitted.”* For the twelfth-century observer, the question

# of supernatural forces, phrased in its simplest and most intract-
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able form (who did, in effect, spill the consecrated wine?), was
always waiting for the resolution that could never, finally, | be
given.

From a cavalier hindsight, the writing of history in accord
with a Christian conscionsness after the fifth century (and
especially during the literate twelfth) would not seem to have
been such a formidable undertaking. A great deal in the way of
large design and clear example had been offered by Orosius,
especially to prospective writers of history in the Christian era;
Orosius’s optimistic simplifications passed for Augustinian his-
tory—the bishop’s thoughts about human history and Christian-
ity being far too dense and subtle to be easily understood, much
less imitated.® One might theoretically expect—and according to
a few modern students, may actually be able—to read postclas-
sical histories as so many variations on a firmly set theme.® In
‘fact, the peculiarity of medieval histories.is.not that they are so

 thoroughly Christian but that they are so little so, and that those

Y particularly Christian elements in them are so often \ perfunctory ~

or odd. Following the loss of classical Latin syntax, which is
itself a figure for the loss of rational, classical causality, Auer-
bach judges historical writing as.bleak, with “vast regions ns of
event ... without any principle by which they might be classi-
fied and comprehended "7 revealing the madequacy of figural,
Christian modes as a replacement for what had been lost.

/2% he most commonplace instances of twelfth-century his-
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torians descrlbmg- 'and e*pl-ammg_mall but presumably super—

ward close attention more interestingly. The most
frequent and cursory moments of divine interference with the
world consisted of bizarre or unexpected variations on natural

phﬁ@w and were interpreted as warnings of Eture mis-

atiral portents
or _prodigies or signs, their most common names, are the set
pieces of medieval Christian historles—hzghLy__conventlonaI in
form—and yet, for all their banalized rigidity, they do reveal
isomethmg of an historian’s mind. The following passages were
chosen as bemg characteristic of their authors and similar in
content.

that the pagans sometimes foresaw good luck—3

THE QUESTION OF CHRISTIAN HISTORY

In his entry for 1098, Henry of Huntingdon notices, with his

usual assiduity for the subject, that royal taxation was par-___
ticularly unbearablg.th@t year: /

The younger ham n the eleventh year of his reign
was in Normandy ~.. all the same he was not merely
abrading but excorlatmg the English people with the worst
taxes and exactions ever. In the summer, blood was

to bubble up from a certain pool in the Finchamstead in
Berkshire. After this the sky looked as though it were
burning almost all ni

Several years later, took his brother Robert
prisoner and incarcerated him for the rest of his life; this, the
historian explains, was God's punishment for Robert's refusal to
govern the recaptured Jerusalem:

In that year a comet appeared as a sign of this event. Two
moons were seen at Pentecost, one in the east, the other in
the west.®

Two passages by William of Newburgh, chosen for their
similarity to Henry's subjects, are to be considered in direct

comparison. The first concerns a that first
occurred in January of (1193; William seems to have been an

eyewitness.

Through these storms occasioned by the capture of the
king [Richard I}, Eagland-groaned under multiple afflic-
tions—so great they could not have been anticipated. The
Rorror of this misfortune was made evident in recent times,
it is believed, by prodlgles of the sky. It happened in
January of the very year in which the king fell into enemy
hands that we saw a terrible sign in the sky, without any
doubt a presage of our future affliction. For about the
first vigil of the night, a middle zone of the sky, between
the north and east; grew so red that it seemed to be
burning.?

William proceeds to describe the appearance of the sky very
exactly: the stars were not obscured but were reddened also and
glowed with a_blood-red light. This appearance lasted for
“almost two hours” and then gradually faded. An exactly similar
event occurred again in February, when the king’s detention in
Germany was not yet widely known; the fiery sky reflected in
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glass windows so startled the monks at Lauds (William pre-

sumably among them) that they ran from church to see which of

their buildings was on fire, and then, horrified, ran back to their

prayers.”* The same thing happened again in November, just

before morning. The witnesses were less frightened this third

time, "but the question and suspicion of a portent increased.”1?

In 1196 William again saw an interesting astronomical sight—

adouble sun. There was some question as to which was the true

and which the false sun, but he thought that point was settled by

the motion of the two bodies, in that one seemed to lead and the

other to follow.™ “I saw the sign with my own eyes in company

with certain others who were with me,” he says; while they

stood there staring, the second sun vanished. It was recognized

as a portent of misfortune, and, not long after, war broke out

agai veen Ri

Modern science/would hardly be put to any difficulty to

explai Gur little “prodigies” as infrequent but quite

natural events; still, the real phenomena in question are men, and

not the aberrations of fire, earth, and wz;ter_.cb[ﬂd have

... been only about fourteen when the pond of blood and the red

WA sky were reported, and he was not a witness

information was taken almost verbatim from tk
e Chronicle, suggestively rearranged.

“The Peterborough Chronicle reports some seven events for the

year 1098: Ki illiam II's stay i y, the deaths of a

bishop and two abbots (ineludingsthe abbot of Peterborough),

the appearance of a Mﬂ in Berkshire during the

summer, the murder of y northmen, the red sky at the

end of September, and generally heavy taxes and too much

rain—in that order.’®> Henry tightens and colors the scant

material, having the absent king “excoriate” the English with his

shameful exactions, and then he conflates the two prodigies to

underline the royal rapacity. In fact, the Peterborough chron-

icler probably intended to indicate some relation between the

bloody pond and either the death of his abbot just previously or

the death of the earl reported immediately after (a little farther

on in the chronicle, blood from the Berkshi arly
ortends the death owm—’a—lsﬂm?—slc}?lﬂy

more concern over rainfallan i r_taxes.
2 Henry’s rendition of these assorted facts makes slightly better

COHEl

to either; his
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reading; he freely gltered the relations between supernatural
i : is own taste. In this
case and in many others scattered throughout Henry’s work, no pl 0
particular attention is paid to the sign itself; its validity is
assumed, its significance stated or implied with matter-of-fact
SlI;I‘li)l ey sgs-these f}'{k&rhg signals from heaven as a kind

r—tenry's burning sky, blazing with .divine
indignation at a king’s-Fiseal-policy and reported in nine words,

to William's anxious, wordy, circumstantial report of the same

sight in 11921193, thoughtfully compiled from the evidence of
three events separated by many months, is to move from

innocent complacency to something almost approaching_ intel-

lectual morbidity. William is both more thoughtful and more

very like John of Salisbury’s, to fit an appropriately monumental
misfortune to his omen are characteristic of the man and suggest

, doubs, the felt need to argue, to overwhelm objections. William

", invariably found things problematic that would not, one feels,

; have presented any problem to others. The emotion of the
witnesses is what he most wants to convey: “We saw a fearful
sign in the sky”; “this horrible sight ... had held the eyes and
minds of the witnesses fixed with stupefaction”; “seeing the
horrifying sign, the amazed monks ran back to their psalms.”?
This reaction is the basis of his own conviction, the unprovable
proof, the shocked inner assent to a supernatural event. William
did not take such things lightly.

It remains to remember what William’s contemporary Rich-
ard, similar in all things but mind, had to say about seeing
significance in the sky: “Those who do not understand the causes
of things marvel greatly that, although the sun was not
darkened by any clouds, in the middle of the day it shone with
less than ordinary brightness. Those who study the working of <
the world, however, say that certain defects of the sun and moon
do not signify anything.”!® If one is to group the three men by
their reactions to natural signs, Henry is the one who must stand
apart. He was always inclined to see meaning in any ini eq
occurrence, to accept it in good faith, and, probably, toTh
very little of it; he wasted very few words on the terrible sign he

hfmsel_f saw at Ramsey in 1144. His attitude toward such things 217
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was the uninquiring and old-fashioned one that Richard, fifty
years later, dismisses. Yet Richard’s and William’s minds 2 ot
so far apart as they first appear. Their treatment of p s—
William’s anxious wordiness, Richard’s inattention—are both
consonant with sophistication, generalized skepticism,. and in-

C 5 o % % ;
- 87 creased information. The mature alternatives to Henry's easy,

7 <
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{ somehow cheerful acceptance of fearful omens_are greater

 seriousness about them or impatient disregard.

" The other pair of portents quoted above, Henry's double
moon and William's double sun, follow the same pattern. Henry
takes his basic information from the Peterborough Chronicle,
adding comments and rearranging the order of events to shift the
comet and moons into a more satisfying alignment with earthly
sin.?” William was again an eyewitness, with companions; he
gives the date, the time of day, the movement of the celestial
bodies, and his state of mind. He wonders which is the true sun,
stands in amazement for a long time, says they recognized the
sight as a portent of evil_He offers the resurgence of Richard Fs

Philip’s chronic war as an explanation.

ne step up, as it were, from signs were sudden deaths by
accident, especially when effected by inanimate objects. These
events were very like natural portents but much stronger in the
effect they had on moral, thoughtful, or suggestible minds. The
fatal accident, with its startling, saddening effect on observers,
was the most i ample of God's jud t—inex-
orable and, given the usual state of human nature, unam-

"biguously proper) Most victimsmet_their sudden deaths in a

isfyingly sinful’state, or if not, there was always the ancient
theme of vanity, vanity to edify the conventional moralists.
(Only the prosperous, well-born, or eminent attracted attention

by untimely deaths; the illiterate and poor presumably all died
without divine interference.) The well-deserved death, violent

@and swift, was an irresisti ion for Christian .(and some
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not very Christian) reflections. Even Richard of Devizes, scorner
of portents, Includes three extremely satisfying cases: a Cluniac
monk who usurps the office of prior from its rightful holder is
struck dumb and dies after his hypocritical speech of intro-
duction to the monks; an ambitious monk who tries to bribe his
way to unearned promotion is hit on the head by a falling beam;
a traitorous monk who plays the dupe and fool for Bishop Hugh

THE QUESTION OF CHRISTIAN HISTORY

of Coventry’s antimonastic vituperation is brained by a ?alling
stone.?® These three providenti ts were the expression of
Richard’s secure conviction that God loves the regular life in all
of its tradition, privilege, and autonomous self—governmen.t—
this conviction being the closest thing to religious passion
Richard apparently felt.
__The terrible descent from prosperity to the grave was the very
heart of Henry's elegiac history. His De contemptu m_lﬁ‘lfit isa
virtual roll call of sudden, mortal falls from power, position,
and happiness, and even natural death in old age is seen as the
. ultimate judgment on little human ambitions and fragile joys:
vanity and emptiness, violence and disease. Thml:tghout the
Historia, its presence naturally more diffused, the judgmental
death strikes often, teaching what Henry clearly believed,t_l.na_t
God was not ever asleep or away (the desperate grumbling
répeatﬁ'éyﬁtgé Peterborough chronicler) but was the true deus
irritatus, ever ready to strike in anger.”* Ihe wicked Sigebert of
Wessex, unrecognized and killed by a swineherd—Behold the
manifest judgment of God ..."; the noblemen at Caine, fallen
through a collapsed floor, leaving Dunstan, holy and unha'rmed,
clinging to a beam; Henry I's homosexual son, dead in the

drunkenly navigated White Ship; the fall of majesty in th.e young
Philip of Frances fatal riding accident—""Behold this great
eminence, how quickly, how lightly it is annihilated”;** these are

Henry's favorite moral vignettes and only a few chosen from

“many. His particular theme, his characteristic signature, was the

cultivated gloom, the edgy distrust of his own and everyone
else’ i 7 i i t was more wide-
s's happiness it was & FabIt of mind TRl was more Wil
spread an more Fashionable at fhié period of his birth
than at his death. N
William, as his readers come to expect, was willing to attempt
the hard cases. The spectacle of interesting persons dying in
striking circumstances did not allow much scope for thi:’ Chris-
inatic instances did present difficulties. The
ck B who rode his horse into a river in
set of the Third Crusade and drowned

o =L LA S

before he ever saw a pagan, was a puzzle and an embarrassment

- ! to the Christian world. The judgment of God visited on the
e | er;npemr at that most meaningless of moments is conceded to be

very obscure: wn_@gm a miserable
W .
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accident (and one which no one could have anticipated) re-
moved that man of great eminence from the world”; and “Q—
at abyss of the judgments of God! That such a man,
prompted by a divine fervor, having left behind his imperial
pleasures and wealth and exposed himself to 2 thousand dangers
for Christ, is killed in so quick and wretched an accident.”2

punishments (for William, like John, knew that a crusade

7L~T hose expressions of real, felt pain before the mystery of God's
1

mvolved the whole Christian world) are followed by some
attempt at explanation. He finally, and awkwardly, reconciles
fact with belief by suggesting that Frederick’s great act of
devotion to Christ, which took him to his wretched death in

Asia Minor, Cted the onlygufficient atonement for his past
Mﬁ y sins and ths won his salvation* It is a strangely complicated

A%
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explanation, -doesnetgloss over anything and has nope of
7 the complacency of Henry of Huntingdon's exclamations over

- fatal accidents.

In unusual coincidence with Richard of Devizes(ﬁi]liam too
has his own example ©of a_ monk hit on the head by a falling
stone, in judgment on his violation of the dignity and propriety
of his order. }ichard's monk was the hapless wretch who let
himself be used as the “straight man” to a routine of anti-
monastic jokes. William’'s monk was a Premons_tr_gggggiﬁqg her-
mit and priest who joined in the siege of the Jews in the tower of
York in 1190 with loud and bloody enthusiasm: “He had s0
persuaded himself in his blinded mind that he even labored to
persuade others, that the work under way was quite religious.”
He was crushed by a stone from the catapult becausé®his guilt
was greater than that of others “by reason of his profession and
order.”?* The differences between William's and Richard’s no-
tions of the true dignity and propriety of regular life should by
now be apparent and predictable,

‘_SD much concentration on these small issues, the briefest
. manifestations of divine intelligence in the twelfth-century
. world, may seem to be begging the larger question of Christian
. history, of God's relation to human society But if Christian

history did not consist of exactly those momefits of startling and

mysterious information, it is difficult to see in what exactly it
could have consisted. During the lifetime of all the historians
mentioned, and before and after them as well, no educated man

1
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was satistied with the conception of God working only in
movements so ineffable, so large, and so deliberate that no
individual could ever hope to see anything of it in his own time.
The idea of a God who is “there” but never precisely here or
there is suitable only for modern minds, embarrassed by too
provincial a deity. Those who watched their world in the twelfth
century for signs of the living presence took them as they found
them. The very sporadicness and even triviality of most of the

events that prompted medieval historians to open affirmation of

d their belief in divine superintendence of the world—a seenaseq

rusty water, the aurora borealis, the accidents so common

around building sites and war machinery—are a kind of inverse

measure of how much else was allowed to go assumed and
unexpressed, anadﬁélﬁp_s;gﬁlji half understood.

The specialness of human history in the Christian era, how-
ever any particular writer had learned of it and understood it,
was, with a few exceptions, the most sketchily treated of
historical themes. After a few prefatory remarks about history
and God, graceful reference to previous writers, assurance of the
propriety of the author’s didactic intentions, most medieval
histories get quickly under way, shedding almost cavalierly as
they approach the author’s lifetime every trace of dogmatic

coherence in favor of increasing dependence on portents, de-
{ mons, and all the debris of popular belief for a Christian tone.*
Only the most strenuously philosophic of minds would attempt
to work out the implications of their historical religion for their
own, invariably disordered, time.?’ European Christendom was
old by the twelfth century, its institutions stable or rigid,
according to point of view; the urgent occasions for Augustine’s
City of God and Orosius's Against the Pagans belonged entirely
to the past. The insistent and present sense of a large and
inclusive plan for mankind, the need for that sense, had subsided
into a quiet acceptance of the idea of such a plan without the
need for very specific understanding of its provisions. Narrower
problems dominated the mental and moral leisure enjoyed by
the world. Only a very few historians seemed to have had the
intellectual confidence or the interest to make systematically
known their own understanding of any higher purpose inform-
ing recent history.
The incalculable effects of aesthetic conventions on the ex-
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position of an historical theology must also be weighed, how-
ever imprecisely, into the cultural milieu that produced these
works of apparently uncertain philosophical nature. The domi-
nant literary conventions of the age,_the taste for abrupt,

- g w . T —— o
aratactic compositi ound narratives, had

to make the conception of an orderly, linking theme of provi-

: o contemporary fiction. An unbroken web of reasonable and

jép;—/ézf
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dential history as foreign to nonfiction as the well-made plot was

plausible motivation was not considered necessary to the most
elegantly composed romances; history being an analogous,
subsidiary kind of high literature, the genre carried no intrinsic
necessity of a thoroughly exposed plot, even though its plot
would be both divine and real. Any regular pattern of historical
development, secular or spiritual, had to be brought into history
from outside the dominant literary conventions that shaped the
genre. An historian could expand or modify the prevailing
conventions of narrative to accommodate larger historical or
theological conceptions if he so chose, but the merely episodic
and compound was perfectly acceptable to an educated aidi-
ence. Christian history presented as a series of disconnected,
startling events fit so well into the aesthetic habits of the twelfth
century that it is not very surprising that so many historians
ventured so little beyond what they felt, if not exactly thought,
to be necessary.

The basic_authority of the idea that all secular history is

i isible to men, and the basic impulse toward a Chris-
tian exegesis of history had not diminished since late antiquity;
but the laborious and open insistence on those themes had been
replaced by a more comfortable reliance on assumptions gener-
ally understood among all Christian readers. The best and the
most serious-minded of twelfth-century historians allowed their
own sense (it is usually too much to say “philosophy”) of
Christian history to surface occasionally, under the influence of
special experiences or information. Between an author’s vaguest
prefatory remarks and the didactic purposes of written history,
and his particular catalogue of demons, ponds of blood, and
comets, there is usually a rather empty middle distance containing
little that connects the movements of the empyrean with life in
Berkshire. The prodigies and signs and amazing occurrences that
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irregularly mark the surface of twelfth-century histories are the
self-explanatory expressions of each author’s special conscious-
ness of the relation betw_g_e_n___,}li_s__QQd__anﬁd‘_hii_W_Qﬂd—the
scattered and offen unlikely pieces of a whole that can be only
partially reconstructed.
rThe patterns through which a Christian consciousness of the
meaning of human history was expressed at this period had been
long since fixed: the alternations _of sin and punishment, ﬂ:ﬁ ?
pilgrimage of life, the warning signs from an outraged heave
But even medieval religiosity had its fashions, and changing
assumptions and encroaching questions see_r_n_p_t_g_ﬁll,_tlﬁ&.di&t@g@
between Henry of Huntingdon and William of Newburgh. When
Henry acquires, from some unknown source, knowledge of an
interesting portent whose application is unclear (a rare event), he
offers only a brief, tepid gesture at interpretation. In the year 786
the sign of the cross appeared on certain peoples’ clothing—a
miracle to be sure, but whether it was some premature sign of a
crusade to take place three hundred and nine years later or a sign
to mark off some people from the suffering soon to be inflicted
by the Danes, Henry is niot sure. “We, however, do not venture
to make our own definition, but leave God's secrets to God."*®
This is a hasty, prim retreat from the field of divine mysteries,
almost suggesting that it would be impolite to inquire more
aggressivelyt The reggr;in_gltheme_s of God's stern relationship to
His creation, of man's sin and vainglory, of the hopelessness and
pain of the world, of waves of cruel conquerors succeeding one
another at England’s shores, and of disappointment and death
overtaking individual happiness, anchor Henry's his i
secure and predictable, if piti iverse.| Hie elegiac sensi-
ity ("See hiow the honors and pleasure and glory of the world
come to nothing”),?® which favors the word nihil, with its flat,
depressing sound, is expressed so consiste_.ntly and so often that |
the whole effect is finally one of complacency—the comfortable B i
gloom of a rich man whose fafn‘ily is on the.ascendant. M__:/ G ,
sign from heaven, every intelligible pattern in human_history JW |
repeats the same lesson, without puzzles or mysteries. ! T 8
~Wioretharrthe differences between an uninquiring or satisfied I W"f’
mind and an inquisitive one separated Henry and William, or at ‘
least their differences were more than merely personal and
individual traits. Henry's world and his God were thoroughly 223
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Eraditional (from an early twelfth-century point of view); they
immediately invoke the plctorlal representations

| miracles from Bede's history and combine them with similar
& | contemporary stories to make a separate book; saints did not

»" /

£ vampires,
toads with golden collars—is “also filled with calmness and

| goodness—Thurstan, Saint Godric, Gilbert of Sempringham,
the Cistercian Bouses. Satan and his legions, so active a part of )

\

| thelater history, play v1rtually no role in Henry of Huntingdon'’s
| world; God alone is responsible for everything severe and |
\_ painful
' ﬂ;;ntional patterns of Christian explication had not
changed between Henry's death at mid-century and the time
William was trying to fit his strangely more diverse world into
them. The sheer effort required by this well-intentioned and .
thoughtful man to make form and content fit is what compels
the reader’s attention and sympathy. Our difficulties in trying to
define and place those mental and moral efforts, at once so
rational and so perversely misdirected, are caught up in the
assumptions directing our choice of language. The growing
impulse in the twelfth century, exposed through the various
literary and plastic arts, to notice and record the natural world
has been well documented.* It is true that observing reality and
{observmgnature are identical activities now, but if “reality” and

nature,” with their corresponding styles, methods, or intel-
\lectual systems of “realism” and “naturalism,” are allowed to
coincide in our descriptions of the twelfth century, the very
words will enforce distortions and a kind of blunted sensitivity.
¥ The William of Newburgh who described Scarborough Castle
will be included as one of the best of the new sort of observer in
his own time, but the William who applied the same perspicacity
to the investigation of vampires must be excluded, and mis-
understood. If naturalism is regarded, with good dictionary !¢
authority, as a style or method characterized by close adherence /
to and faithful representation of nature, and if realism, by that }
same authority, is taken to mean an attachment to what is real 1
224 and an inclination to render the precise details of some fact or

quite fit i ina dark world of sin and punmhment William's world,
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experience that actually existed or occurred,® then the two
words need not be rigidly synonymous when used to describe a
society characterized by universal belief in th _'—_-m
one in_the twellth century believed that the ‘natural world
encompassed all of the real world. Reality, in the Hrm and
knowledgeable belief of intelligent people, contained a great
many actually existing facts and experiences that nature knew

nothing of; such facts and experiences could be made the objects

of the same kind of attention usually employed in the under-
standing and manipulation of the natural world, with, admit-
tedly, a great deal more difficulty and some odd results.

What may be observed throughout William’s work is an-

attempt, though not consciously conceived as s such, to extend
the standards of bold mental activity /_appr¢ ropriate to _energetic
hfe in the_ natu:al world to supematural “reality.” ‘One may
even, with the addition of many more authors, generalize this
observation to a view of the twelfth century’s peculiar feeling of
energy and tension as the encroachment of the demands of
“naturalism” into the supernatural realities of the traditional
Christian world, In the end, the facts and experiences William
tried to explain were not susceptible to the standards of proba-
bilit con51stency, and _concreteness taught by mundane

fdohsh than n many subsequent attempts at the problem of
“Christian evidence.” He struggled on many occasions to ra-
tionalize what could not, _ultimately, be ratlonahzed and his
failure is less important_ than the fact of his attempt.

he effort that William gave to recording subjects like the
green children who appeared in a ditch was not solely the
impulse of a story collector; every painstakingly described

/ grotesque was an expression of his felt conviction that God's

governance of His creation is reasonabls i igiblg,
Clearly, the old, formal patterns of a universe ruled by a justly

cruel lord whose presence was felt through punishments, never
anticipated but always deserved, were no longer satisfying, and
neither were the dark mysteries of arbitrary event and human
helplessness that must accompany such a strict but distant
domlmoanhe kind of Christian universe that Henry appeared
to accept as strong, at once sorrowful and comforting, must
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have seemed to another generation as banal, inadequate, and
superstitious) William talks often about superstition; Henry,
never,

Devout and thoughtful(William Jnsisted on a detailed, living,
bold saeculum informed with meaning—a world more emo-
tional and rational tha_n_amﬂﬂngﬁgmy had described. He was
one of the most complete and unflinching reporters of the
anti-Jewish horrors of 1189-1190, telli i i i t

base motives and vile conduct of the Christian fownsmen.
While William cannot be expected to have regarded the Jews
with sympathy or understanding, his distaste for the violence
and looting was still not the same a Richard of Devizeg’s
fastidious recoil. He despised the Premon tratensian hermit who
emerged to encourage the besiegers around the tower at York: he
exposed the venality and foolishness that created a martyr out of
a murdered looter at Stanford; But an attack on Jewish infidels
had to mean something more than Christian dishonorYfrom the

sad welter of 3 conscientious religious purpose and the“gly facts”

{(which he did not try to conceal or soften) of C istian greed,
violence, duplicity, and bloodiness, William found his way by
resorting to a “rule” for historical interpretation—employed
only once in his bodk.

|

Tbe first day of the reign of the most illustrious King
_Rlchard was marked by this hitherto unheard-of event
in the royal city, I.aoth by the uncompleted destruction of

rule (regulam) which prescribes that ambiguous meanings

(ambigua) be derived in the better rather than the worse
sense, but even according to the most appropriate
meaning.3? '

This rule, whose original application was perhaps grammatical,
is placed firmly at the beginning of several chapters given to a
full and explicit chronicle of murder, looting, riot, impotent
royal officers, false saints, in city after city, all told in pitiful
(and perhaps pitying) detail. He warns the reader not to be
distracted by the incendiary violence of the mobs from the
certainty that the pious interpretation is the correct one: “The
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Omnipotent One may fulfill His supremely good will through
the will of the most depraved men and thoroughly wicked
acts.”* There must, after all, have been some question about it,
The full effect of William's unyielding insistence on such events
as a happy presage for Christendom, combined with his scenes
of Jews killing their wives and children and then themselves
rather than face baptism or murder by a Christian mob, is more
than distasteful. But the strength of that revulsion by the modern
reader is itself the result of William's relentless, one may say
€ven courageous, clarity of vision—the scenes in London, York,
\, Stanford, Lincoln are repulsive because he was repulsed and
" because he did not conceal anything. Once William had com-
mitted himself to thinking about such ambigua, he arrived,
unsurprisingly, at the only Christian interpretation available to
him, regardless of any rule he thought applied. No rule of

history or theology impelled him_to_report the_shabby and
revolting story as honestly as he did. His .emotional _and

intellectual attachment to a gtaq'l:j‘a_id_ of realism as unflinching as

any_we now.know was, fully equal to_his commitment to the

ther realities of a Christian universe.

William's confidence in the ultimate intelligibi ity and good-
ness of the world and of every perceived manifestation of divine
intelligence is the implication gradually drawn from his essen-
tially benign attentiveness to whatever the world offere ) so
different from Henry's conventional pessimism, is very like the
tone that informs John of Salisbury’s historical writing. The
spilled wine at the pope’s Mass is exactly the kind of problem to
atfract William,
( l?’dsbaﬁ oé\ [g:cé(iiies, William's contemporary, always enters as
a count rp(?lse and an astringent. In his book is found an almost
completely natural world, an even defiantly secular approach to
life against a permanent backdrop of a secure Christian society.,
He{ like Henry, was a traditionalist, his loyalties and religious
feelings engrossed by the institutions rather than by the dogmas
of Christianity. His God is occasionally moved to the defense of
His favorites, the monks of the established orders,jut for the

most part He remains at a polite and reserved distance) Richard’s
reaction to the new orders and the new enthusiastic.devotion is
the recoil of offended propriety. Sensitive men of Richard's
generation found their world unfeeling and constricting; he and
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probably many like him regarded with fastidious suspicion any
sort of emotive religiosity or mysteries. Religion had already
been thoroughly and suitably accounted for in the rule and
traditions of his own order. If William’s resort to a rule for
reconciling the imperative realities of Christian history to the
murk of observed life was one way of meeting the demands
made on his faith by a world more compelling and various than
his ancestors had encountered, Richard’s mundaneness and cold
wit was another way, His God, one feels, would not be so vulgar
as to work His will through the instruments of city mobs and the
burning and looting of houses, The same events that for William
were ambigua and hgrrible because of Christian depravity and
that yet solemnly, painfully affirmed the triumph of Christen-
dom, were for Richard smerely crude riots, the uncivilized in
pursuit of the unholy.

God had retired to His ancient homes and did not push the
celestial bodies out of their accustomed courses, or put blood in
country ponds, or insist that men live in squalid huts in order to
worship Him. He left the world to its own ways and purposes; .
the part of mature wisdom, implied by Richard’s words and L
tone, was to accept the world on its own terms and to preserve |
the ancient, dignified forms of Christian life as they had been -‘
inherited. It must be remembered that Richard cannot be °
considered an irreligious man: he attacked the Carthusians
because they were presumptuous and excessive; the Benedictines
were quite sufficiently Christian for the occasions of modern life.
An account by Richard of Devizes of Pope Eugenius's accident-
crossed Mass would, one feels, be instructive in many ways.

The existence, during the twelfth century, of a literary genre
that may, not too inaccurately, be called Christian history is
indubitable, but the exact nature of the quality that made -
written history “Christian” is very elusive. It is true that the bare -)

recognition of supernatural influences on earthly life is a tacit

affirmation of belief in some kind of providential history, but
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that affirmation is left, by most authors, very bare, promising a 3
doctrinal fullness that is never given. The Augustinian or :
Orosian suggestions for historical pattern and the simplified
variants like Henry of Huntingdon's deus irritatus and the
vainglorious world were never challenged during the twelfth

century; neither were they applied very thoroughly by working

trivial Gusiness of reporting the peculiar details of men and
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historians. (It is useful to think about how vividly .Otto of
Freising stands out when he merely attempted th-e obv1ous-—.or
so it seems now.) History was, after all, conventlor}ally c9n51d—
ered an easy kind of literature to write; erha_[fs }t was; it has
merely grown harder to read. Th€ writers/who originally set the
basic doctrinal patterns for Christi story had.st.rong, po-
lemical motives for creating a clearly patterned Christian course

events and which justified any distortion or sim'pliification
necessary to the full defense of their still—threatenec'i religion, In a
world irrecoverably secured for the Church. with the pagan
infidels off to a poetic biblical distance, a few men who -had
addressed themselves to the ancient task of writing hlsf_ory might ’R,{
very well begin again to. notice i Lwas i sel
various and solid, and oddly res Lto eas
— The impulses toward Christian exegesis an
are not mutually repulsive, but in practice they seem to' be .
combined only with great effort and great tact. Few historians e
have been able to do justice to both, even in the presurr.\aki)ly }W’O
Christian centuries. Augustine wrote one true w01.'k of Christian
history, and that was his autobiography, for which he haci thh'e
supreme advantage of interior knowledge of t'he even.ts of his
own life; autobiography may be the only entirely satisfactory
form of Christian history. Autobio '
popularly acceptable form of literature in

i erestingly begins to appear then),

EC.hristian history was being written during the twelfth cen-
tury, but only with increasing difficulty. One way 9f expressing
that observation, the cumulative experience of readu_xg, is to say
ithat the habits of mind, the expectations ajt}‘g_l_'m_\igl_gnt_a'_ry

Ijudgﬂents we associate with the word Q@vﬁgmﬁl?j‘ were begin-
}r'f;ng to encroachyhowever insensibly, upon a rea._ht.y_; that passed
ithe boundaries o /the natural world( Thé cold d1v1510f1 betwein

réﬁé—igﬁéaﬁa‘s}?ﬂm experience, almos.t to t'he exclusion of t e
supernatural from the world, Eoum_:l in Richard of'De\;lzess
history}s one contemporary expression of‘, an.d solution ﬂc]);', a
pervasive cultural tension. That same tension impelled William

of Newburgh to_strenuous_efforts of investigation and inner
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debate to force t :@ to take on some of the straight-

forward plausibilky of naturél objects and events. Richard's

radical solution, being our own, has the air of intrinste-rightness,

uf’[@@ﬁ J ‘éwhiie William's conscientious efforts to find a workable com-
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promise fix him for eternity in solemn foolishness. The invisi-
bilia dei that John of Salisbury wanted historians to expose
bravely to the light were receding again into indecipherability,
not as in a combative, half-pagan antiquity, but to a new and
more unreachable distance.
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