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A critical commentary on Walter of Châtillon’s Alexandreis 1.452-92

A literary treasure of the medieval era, the Alexandreis was written by Walter of Chatillon in the twelfth century for the Archbishop Willian of Sens and, later, of Rheims. This epic poem traces the adventures of Alexander the Great as he conquered his empire, depicting him ‘[…] as a hero flawed mainly by living without the benefit of Christianity and divine Grace.’[footnoteRef:1] As a twelfth-century author, Walter was looking back on the history of Alexander through the lens of the Bible, the medieval context and the immediate circumstances of authorship. These will be assessed to convey something of what the medieval reader would have known or expected surrounding the Alexandreis. For a more complete examination, lines 396-451 and 493-558 which surround the assigned extract for this work will be included, albeit briefly. [1:  A. G. Rigg, ‘Joseph of Exeter's Pagan Gods again’, in Medium Aevum, Vol. 70 (1), 2001, p. 19-28.] 

	
The Lens of the Bible
Of all the texts of the medieval era, there is none more important than the Bible, the single most reproduced and studied text of the medieval era. Aside from Walter reading Christian theology back into the Alexander mythos, Daniel 8 prophesied Alexander’s campaign across the Middle East (known to him as Asia), in which the imagery of a one-horned goat represented his advance. The Biblical context must be further remembered because it would be through the Bible that Walter would have been most familiar with the ‘Assyrians, Medes, and Persians [that] hold the land whose name is Parthia, […].’[footnoteRef:2] In the Bible, the Assyrians, mentioned alongside the Medes and Persians in lines 396 - 426, were one of the peoples who attempted to conquer Israel and Judah, ultimately succeeding in the case of the former as a manifestation of God’s punishment on them for forsaking Him and His Laws. The Medes and the Persians, by contrast, were the peoples whose conquest of the later Babylonian Empire allowed the exiled Jews to return home. [2:  David Townsend, The Alexandreis of Walter of Chatillon: A Twelfth-Century Epic, (trans. David Townsend), (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1996), https://ebookcentral-proquest-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/lib/trinity/reader.action?docID=4322291#, (Accessed: 18/01/2020), p. 17-18.] 

	A later parallel in the tale—lines 493-538—is an allusion specifically to Jesus. While lying awake one evening, undecided whether or not to attack his enemies or defend his kingdom, Alexander has a vision of a blazing individual wearing a priest’s diadem and of such radiant glory that he does not know whether to call him a man.[footnoteRef:3] This appears to be Walter depicting Alexander receiving a vision of the pre-incarnate Jesus.  This person tells him to go on his campaign, as all the world had been given to him.[footnoteRef:4] His only command is that ‘[…] if perchance you see one like me […] spare my people.’[footnoteRef:5] The fact that Walter is specifying ‘my people’, rather than ‘God’s people’ is a good indication that Walter intended this to be Jesus speaking, rather than an angel. Angels, although Heavenly beings of that inspire terror in those they visit, are only messengers and servants of God.[footnoteRef:6] [3:  ‘Lo, suddenly I saw the room grow bright,/ saw heavenly radiance burst the doors, saw night's/ darkness pressed back, and shadows turned to day.’ Ibid, p. 20-21.]  [4:  ‘”Set out, most valiant Macedonian,/ from your own land,” he said. To you I grant/ dominion of each race; […]’ Ibid, p. 21.]  [5:  David Townsend, The Alexandreis of Walter of Chatillon: A Twelfth-Century Epic, (trans. David Townsend), (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1996), https://ebookcentral-proquest-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/lib/trinity/reader.action?docID=4322291#, (Accessed: 18/01/2020), p. 21.]  [6:  Got Questions, What does the Bible say about Angels?, https://www.gotquestions.org/angels-Bible.html, (Accessed: 20/01/2020).] 


The Medieval Culture Context
While medieval culture was at least nominally Christian in terms of practices, the Scriptures were not the only texts to survive from the Classical era. Greek mythology was passed down, also.  Because of this and the popularity of the Greek legends, the Pagan gods were known to the medieval world and featured in several pieces of literature, such as Joseph of Exeter’s De Bello Troiano where they were personifications of the natural forces.[footnoteRef:7] This motif is also used in Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Knight’s Tale.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  A. G. Rigg, ‘Joseph of Exeter’s Pagan Gods again’ in Medium Aevum, Vol. 70 (1), 2001, p. 19.]  [8:  Ibid, p. 24.] 

	To write his epic, Walter was drawing from historical sources, such as Curtius Rufus’ Historiae Alexandri Magni. Much of his narrative is copied from Curtius very closely, but there are other influences involved. He drew from the Latin Josephus and Justinus to fill in the blanks from Curtius’ missing books and completely ignored the Alexander romance, while paralleling the speeches from the Historiae as much as the writing style he’d chosen would allow.[footnoteRef:9]  There is, however, some originality in the work: ‘Nature’s appearance in book 10, […] where she challenges Leviathan to do something about Alexander […].’[footnoteRef:10] [9:  Maura Lafferty, ‘Walter of Chatillon’s Alexandreis’ in A Companion to Alexander Literature in the Middle Ages, (Boston: Brill, 2011), https://www-dawsonera-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/readonline/9789004211933, (Accessed: 20/01/20), p. 186; 192.]  [10:  Ibid, p. 186.] 

	In terms of writing style, Walter followed in the tradition of Ovid ‘[…] and the poets of the Silver Age […].’[footnoteRef:11] Rather than being a passive figure who introduces the tale and stands aside, the narration breaks off to praise or blame the characters, or interpret the events for the reader.[footnoteRef:12] Lafferty notes that this is a characteristic drawn from Lucan’s Pharsalia as, ‘[he] draws on the full range of stylistic features [and] alters them to reflect contemporary taste and concern.’[footnoteRef:13]	 [11:  Ibid, p. 192.]  [12:  Ibid, p. 192.]  [13:  Ibid, p. 193.] 


Immediate Circumstances of Authorship
The more immediate circumstances that Walter was writing in was his need to repair his broken relationship with the Archbishop William. Originally the Archbishop of Sens, William became the Archbishop of Rheims in 1176. Walter served him as ‘notarius and orator,’[footnoteRef:14] that is, he wrote legal documents for The Archbishop and was a professional public speaker. This was by no means a small matter for Walter; quite aside from the prominence of an Archbishop, William came from the Champagne-Blois family and was related to Philip Augustus, the French King during the Third Crusade.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  Ibid, p. 178.]  [15:  Ibid, p. 178.] 

Although there are several accounts of the reasons for the Alexandreis’ writing, a prominent one is that William was engaged in a ‘[…] sexual relationship with a certain master Berter.’[footnoteRef:16] Envious of this, Walter set up Berter by giving him a sealed envelope containing the unfortunate man’s own exposé of his and William’s relationship, with instructions only to read this before the pope. Humiliated, William dismissed Walter from his company. By choosing Alexander as the theme for his epic, Walter is comparing William’s virtues to Alexander the Great’s as means of getting back in William’s good graces, although Maura Lafferty notes that the source this comes from—‘A 13th century gloss […]’[footnoteRef:17] may be more based in how poets of the time were perceived, rather than how many of them actually were.[footnoteRef:18] Another possibility is it was essentially written to win a bet with Matthew of Vendomé.[footnoteRef:19] [16:  Lafferty, Companion to Alexander Literature, 2011, p. 180.]  [17:  Ibid, p. 180.]  [18:  Ibid, p. 180-181.]  [19:  Ibid, p. 181.] 


Conclusion
As a twelfth-century author, Walter was looking back on the history of Alexander through the lenses of his own time and used him as the basis for an epic that is became widely circulated and enjoyed. Whatever can be learned from it by historians, in this epic Walter of Chatillon told the story of the human Alexander and used the tale to accrue favour with his master by promoting his fame. Possibly in this, Walter most emulated the writers of the classical era.
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