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COX, SARAH CARSON. Crossing the Latin/Vernacular Divide in Twelfth-Century Literature:  
John of Salisbury, Chrétien de Troyes, and the First Arthurian Romance (Under the direction of Dr. 
Julie L. Mell). 
 

Around the middle decades of the twelfth century, two literary transformations began to take 

effect in the aristocratic courts of northern Europe, which revolutionized the face of Western literature. 

One was an increasing preference for vernacular over Latin as the primary vehicle of written literary 

expression; the other was a general change from bellicose subject matter to courtly, chivalric themes. 

Both of these developments are embodied in the Arthurian romances of Chrétien de Troyes. 

While scholars have long studied the intellectual and social factors motivating the creation of 

this new courtly literature, they have tended to confine attention to the vernacular sphere without 

paying due regard to the vibrant Latin traditions of the time, which I argue provided a crucial 

foundation for the emerging chivalric romance. This intellectual environment, which has come to be 

known as the Twelfth-Century Renaissance, is well represented in the classicizing tendencies 

traditionally attributed to the School of Chartres. Another important context for the romance was the 

emerging Latin corpus of courtly criticism that arose in response to changing social conditions in Henry 

II’s courts. Both of these trends are exemplified in the Latin treatises of John of Salisbury.  

By invoking John’s literary, educational, political, and philosophical conceptions as a basis for 

interpreting the early romances of Chrétien de Troyes, this thesis reveals the necessity for crossing the 

divide that has customarily been placed between Latin and vernacular spheres if one wishes to attain a 

more comprehensive understanding of the intellectual and social significance of twelfth-century 

vernacular literature. Ultimately, considering Chrétien’s works in light of contemporaneous Latin 

traditions will not only allow us to offer fresh insights concerning his first Arthurian romance, Erec et 

Enide, but will also help us uncover his purposes in creating this new courtly genre. 
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Introduction 
 

 
Despite the efforts of a handful of scholars who have attempted to bridge the boundaries 

traditionally separating the Latin and vernacular worlds of twelfth-century literature, the two 

spheres remain apart—their borders rigid, their limits fixed.1 Dualistic demarcations such as Latin 

versus vernacular, sacred versus secular, factual versus fictive, didactic versus entertaining, prose 

versus poetry, still loom large in the consciousness of literary historians, with scholarly 

monographs, compendia, and individual articles magnifying their effect. Moreover, disciplines 

within the academy only tend to reinforce such divisions, with studies of Latin works relegated to 

History or Classics and vernacular literature to Romance Languages or German Studies.  

But the hermetic seals that too often separate these literary “worlds” are artificial 

constructs that require dismantling. This thesis will challenge this divide by comparing the works 

of John of Salisbury, who wrote prose treatises in Latin, with those of Chrétien de Troyes, who 

penned fantastical metered narratives in the vernacular. The multifarious connections between 

these two eminent twelfth-century authors do not merely bridge the Latinate-vernacular divide, 

but on closer examination suggest that such barriers break down entirely. For whether it be 

through their convergent literary and hermeneutical theories, steadfast devotion to classical 

auctores, ethical philosophies, political ideals, exultant confidence in the dignity of humanity and 

nature, or criticism of their courtly environments, one must concede that our Latin theorist and 

vernacular poet were not operating in separate spheres—they dwelled within the same literary and 

ideological world, and a very small one at that. 

                                                
1 Literary historians who have attempted to conflate these worlds include most notably Winthrop Wetherbee, Marcia 

Colish, Jean Frappier, Stephen Jaeger, M. -D. Chenu, and K. Sarah-Jane Murray. For a detailed overview of these 
efforts, see Chapter 1. 
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Chapter 1 explores those few attempts scholars have made to connect the vernacular and 

Latinate realms and suggests ways in which such correlations can be strengthened. The chapter 

also points to the many correspondences that result from a comparison between the literary and 

philosophical agendas of John and Chrétien. These include: 1) situating the romance, and 

vernacular literature generally, more securely within the classical milieu and humanistic outlook 

of the Twelfth-Century Renaissance, and 2) placing the genre more directly within the ideals of 

the Chartrian school—one of the most prestigious intellectual circles of the twelfth century.  

Chapter 2 compares the literary and hermeneutical ideals expressed in John of Salisbury’s 

treatises with those expressed in the first two romances of Chrétien de Troyes. I argue that these 

ideals were indebted to the Neo-Platonic worldview that came to define the “Chartrian spirit” 

(discussed below). The subsequent chapter (3) examines John of Salisbury’s political, ethical, and 

pedagogical theories, which, as we will see, were thoroughly conditioned by classical auctores 

(specifically Cicero and Plato). This chapter also outlines the trajectory John assigns for a prince’s 

development towards virtuous rulership, using his interpretation of Virgil’s Aeneid (Books I-VI) 

as a point of departure. Chapter 4 demonstrates that Chrétien employs a strikingly similar agenda 

for his titular hero in his first romance Erec et Enide, and likewise invokes the Aeneid as a model 

for a ruler’s progression through life’s stages. Using John’s proposed path for rulers as a precedent, 

the chapter illustrates how Chrétien shared views with John not only on effective kingship, but 

also on issues as diverse as the role of nature in humanity’s moral development, the importance of 

public utilitas, the role of a liberal arts education, the relationship between sacred and secular 

powers, and the significance of academic skepticism allied with the power of rhetoric. 

Having established (in Chapters 1 through 4) literary, hermeneutical, political, 

pedagogical, and ethical parallels between the outlooks of John and Chrétien, Chapter 5 situates 
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the two authors within common social and political contexts—namely the courts of the Plantagenet 

King Henry II. Such an analysis will ground this study historically and elucidate the factors that 

motivated the two authors to compose their respective works, which as we will see also ran along 

similar tracks. 

A consistent thread running throughout this study is the deployment of John’s treatises as 

a touchstone for interpreting Chrétien’s early romances, particularly Erec et Enide. The purpose 

in doing so is to highlight that what John laid out in serious, logical prose, Chrétien intentionally 

shrouded in a fictive integument in order to protect the profound truths that he claimed lay beneath 

the surface. This study thus uses John as a hermeneutical basis that will allow us to remove the 

façade overlaying Chrétien’s narrative.  

The remainder of this introduction will outline the life and works of our two chief authors. 

With regard to their respective educations, it will already become evident that the scholarly world 

in which both John and Chrétien found themselves was very small indeed. Interposed between the 

biographical discussions is an overview of the historiographical controversies surrounding John’s 

relationship with the School of Chartres, and in fact the very cohesiveness of this circle itself—a 

debate that has proven quite heated among scholars over the last few decades.  

 
I.   John of Salisbury: Education, Career, and Works 
 

While recently scholars have disputed the details of John of Salisbury’s education and 

life, their general outline is agreed upon. First, it is indisputable that John of Salisbury was taught 

by leading minds of twelfth-century Europe, and received a well-rounded education steeped in 

the liberal arts. Secondly, John became enmeshed in some of the most significant political affairs 

of twelfth-century Europe. For after his studies, John worked within the episcopate court of 
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Canterbury, “which enjoyed a long reputation as a center of intellectual and political ferment.”2 

While in service there he not only rubbed shoulders with such luminaries as Thomas à Becket, 

Pope Adrian IV, and King Henry II, but also experienced first-hand the moral hazards of life in the 

courts, as well as the tensions between ecclesiastical and secular authorities in twelfth-century 

European politics. John’s various teachers, employers, and acquaintances read like a “who’s who” 

of contemporaneous scholars, church officials, and political leaders, proving that he moved 

within the highest and most eminent circles of twelfth-century society. The historical record reveals 

him as one of the best educated and most active courtier-bureaucrats of the day. 

Born sometime between 1115 and 1120 in Old Sarum, England, John of Salisbury 

traveled to Paris in 1136 to begin twelve years of study.3 While it is conventionally accepted that 

John also studied at Chartres during this period, this assumption has come under scrutiny in 

recent decades (see Section II below). As John himself informs us, he began his formal education 

studying dialectic, first under the tutelage of eminent Parisian scholars Peter Abelard, Alberic of 

Paris, and Robert of Melun.4 From 1138 to 1141, John concentrated on grammar under William 

of Conches, one of the leading pedagogues of the time. During these years, John also studied the 

third subject of the trivium (rhetoric) under another preeminent intellectual, Thierry of Chartres.5 

Upon completing this liberal arts program, John studied theology for five years under the tutelage 

                                                
2 Cary J. Nederman, John of Salisbury (Tempe, Arizona: Arizona Center for Medieval and Renaissance Studies, 
2005), 14. 
3 John of Salisbury, Metalogicon, ed. and trans. J.B. Hall and J.P. Haseldine (Turnhout: Brepols, 2013), II:10, p. 

201.  
4 Ibid., II:10, pp. 198-199. 
5 John also pursued some instruction in the quadrivium during this time, although we know very little about which of 

its subjects of geometry, arithmetic, music and astronomy John actually studied, and to what extent. For more 
information regarding John’s knowledge of the quadrivium, see David Bloch, John of Salisbury on Aristotelian 
Science (Turnhout: Brepols, 2012), pp. 2-10; also Gillian R. Evans, “John of Salisbury and Boethius on Arithmetic,” 
Studies in Church History. Subsidia, 3 (2016): 161-167. 



   

5 
 

of such distinguished theologians as Gilbert de la Porrée and Simon of Poissy.6  

Having concluded his formal education, John next turned to his friend Peter of Celle for 

employment as a clerk.7 Later that year, John joined the episcopal court of Archbishop Theobald 

of Canterbury on the recommendation of the illustrious Bernard of Clairvaux (1090–1153), 

who described John as “a friend and a friend of my friends.”8 John assumed a wide range of 

bureaucratic duties during his employment there, serving as liaison for the secular courts of 

Henry II while also traveling to the papal curia numerous times as Archbishop Theobald’s expert 

on curial affairs.9 John also held a variety of other responsibilities in the episcopate court of 

Canterbury, including working as the archbishop’s “trusted confidant and secretary.”10 

One of John’s most notable trips was to the papal curia of pope Adrian IV (1100–1159), 

which took place in 1155–56. During this protracted visit, John secured terms by which Henry II 

“might procure a papal grant of Ireland as a hereditary fee.”11 While scholars have assumed that 

John conducted these negotiations under Henry II’s bidding, W.L. Warren has suggested that this 

scheme may have been initiated by Archbishop Theobald, who sought Pope Adrian’s authority to 

aggrandize the church’s power while undermining Henry’s royal authority.12 Whatever the 

motivation, John, upon returning to Canterbury, found his relationship with Henry II strained at 

best.13 While it appears that he was restored to Henry’s good graces late in 1157, John had 

                                                
6 Throughout this duration, John also furthered his trivium education, taking more rhetoric under the influential 

grammarian and rhetorician Peter Elias. 
7 John of Salisbury, Metalogicon (Hall trans.), 22. 
8 Bernard of Clairvaux, Letter 361, in Sancti Bernardi Opera Omnia, vol. 8: Epistolae, ed. J. LeClercq and H. 

Rochais (Rome: Editiones Cistercienses, 1977), 307-8. 
9 According to John himself in Metalogicon, he had “crossed the Alps ten times” by 1159. Hall, Metalogicon, iii. 
10 Irene O’Daly, John of Salisbury and the Medieval Roman Renaissance (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 

2018), 3. 
11 Ibid., 3. 
12 Nederman, John of Salisbury, 19. 
13 John wrote to his friend Peter of Celle upon returning to England that King Henry II “has grown hot against me in 

full force…innocent as I am, I am charged with a crime far beyond my power to commit…I alone in all the realm 
am accused of diminishing the royal dignity…If any among us invokes the name of Rome, they say it is my doing… 
as if I were the only person to instruct the lord archbishop of Canterbury and the other bishops what they ought to 
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witnessed firsthand the harm that courtly machinations could wreak on one’s career. For having 

been banished from visiting Henry’s court in his capacity as the archbishop’s liaison, John was 

wholly incapacitated—unable to conduct business between Canterbury and royal officials, and 

unable to travel overseas as a diplomat for the archbishop in fear of eliciting the volatile wrath of 

Henry. As John put it in a letter to Adrian IV, he was an “exile in his own home.”14  

It was no doubt partially this experience of royal disfavor that led John to ponder the pitfalls 

of a courtly bureaucratic life. While John had already satirized the conditions of the court in 1154 

in his poem Entheticus maior, he had, by the end of 1156, begun exploring the topic in a serious 

philosophical treatise that would extoll a life founded upon virtue, while disparaging the hedonistic 

tendencies that John saw as having infiltrated the courts. It was this work that would later serve as 

the philosophical basis for his political treatise, Policraticus, finished in 1159.15      

Although John’s administrative duties after 1157 seem to have expanded exponentially due 

to Theobald’s deteriorating health, it was precisely during this time that John managed to pen his 

two most substantial works—his educational treatise Metalogicon and his political treatise 

Policraticus: Of the Frivolities of Courtiers and the Footprints of Philosophers. In the former 

work, John provides a rationale for the study of the trivium as the basis of a well-rounded 

education. The latter tract, often considered “the first extended work of political theory written in 

the Middle Ages,” contributes not only to political philosophy, however, but also to moral 

                                                
do. On these counts my position is shaken to its foundations, and they are so pressing that it is thought that I am in 
danger of banishment.” John of Salisbury, The Letters of John of Salisbury, Vol. 1, The Early Letters (1153–1161), 
ed. and trans. W.J. Millor, H.E. Butler and C.N.L. Brooke (Edinburgh: Thomas Nelson and Sons, 1955), letter 19: 
31-32. 

14 Letter 21 in John of Salisbury, The Letters, 34. 
15 Nederman, John of Salisbury, 22. 
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theology, speculative philosophy, ethical theory, legal procedure, and biblical commentary.16 

Table i.1 provides a synopsis of this treatise’s organization. 

Table i.1: The Organization of John of Salisbury’s Policraticus17 
 

Books 1-3 Criticizes the “frivolities” of courtiers who seek private interest and disregard public utilitas. 
Books 4-6 Outlines the most productive ordering of society, laying out the proper duties of not only its rulers, 

but all members of a political order.  
Books 7-8 Examines the pursuit of human happiness, which John claims can lead either to virtue or vice. 

 
 
Revealing his liberal arts training, John relies throughout his two treatises on both classical 

and Christian auctores, including most notably Plato, Aristotle, and Cicero, as well as a profusion 

of biblical and patristic sources.18 Indeed, John’s respect for, and reliance on, classical sources 

has earned him the well-established epithet of “medieval humanist” in modern scholarship.19 

John was particularly indebted to Cicero for his educational, ethical, and political theories, and 

seems to have been familiar with the entire corpus of the Roman rhetorician’s available works, 

which included De officiis, De oratore, De inventione, De finibus, and the Tusculan 

Disputations. The first two of these works appear to have been of special importance to John, 

because he bequeathed his copies of them to Chartres cathedral.20 

While relations between the Canterbury episcopate and Henry II were somewhat strained 

during John’s composition of both his Policraticus and Metalogicon, tensions escalated in 1162, 

when Thomas Becket (1118–1170) succeeded Theobald as archbishop of Canterbury. In fact, by 

the time Becket had been forced to flee by royal proscription in November 1164, John had 

                                                
16 Cary J. Nederman, “Introduction,” in John of Salisbury’s Policraticus: Of the Frivolities of Courtiers and the 

Footprints of Philosophers, ed. and trans. Cary Nederman (Cambridge University Press, 1990), xv. 
17 For a more detailed discussion of the structure of Policraticus, see Nederman, John of Salisbury, 52. 
18 For a list of exempla John uses in both his Metalogicon and Policraticus, respectively, see John of Salisbury, The 

Metalogicon: A Twelfth-Century Defense of the Verbal and Logical Arts of the Trivium, trans. Daniel D. McGarry 
(University of California Press, 1962), introduction, xxiii-xxiv; also Nederman, John of Salisbury, 53-54. 

19 This appellation, while generally accepted among literary scholars, was challenged by R.W. Southern (see Section 
II below). 

20 Gary A. Remer, Ethics and the Orator (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2017), 30. 
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already been exiled to Paris f o r  several months, although the reasons for the latter’s banishment 

are not fully known. Cary Nederman, however, points out that the Policraticus “with its lengthy 

discussion of tyrannicide” as well as its dedication to Becket “would hardly [have] curr[ied] favor 

with Henry II.”21 By November of 1170, John had gone back to Canterbury prior to Becket’s 

return and was present at the archbishop’s assassination. John devoted much of the rest of his 

life to fostering the cult of Becket, and in 1176 was appointed to the episcopate of Chartres, 

where he died four years later.22 

 
II. Scholarly Controversies Regarding John of Salisbury and the School of Chartres  

 
The question as to whether those scholars who are conventionally classed as belonging to 

the School of Chartres, most notably John of Salisbury, were actually associated with this cathedral 

school has provoked substantial debate in recent decades.23 A related question is whether it is 

justifiable to treat the School of Chartres as comprising a distinct intellectual program. Because 

this thesis will treat the Chartrian circle as a cohesive intellectual trend of twelfth-century Europe, 

and will position John within that milieu, it is necessary to understand the overarching contours 

that comprise the debate.  

Historians prior to 1965, notably Hastings Rashdall, Charles Homer Haskins, and David 

Knowles, saw the School of Chartres as a bastion of literary humanism due to its Neo-Platonic 

leanings, as well as its emphasis on classical sources, liberal-arts education, and advocacy of 

                                                
21 Nederman, John of Salisbury, 29. 
22 During this time John drafted one of his other main works, Vita Thomae—a panegyric account of Becket’s life and 

martyrdom. For a translation of this work and another hagiography he wrote on Anselm in early 1163, see R.E. 
Pepin, Anselm and Becket: Two Canterbury Saints’ Lives by John of Salisbury (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of 
Medieval Studies, 2009).  

23 Other putative luminaries of this school include Thierry of Chartres, William of Conches, Bernard of Chartres, and 
Alan de Lille. 
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eloquent prose.24 For these scholars, Chartres's emphasis on literary and classical studies 

contrasted with the curriculum of the School of Paris—another leading institution of the time, 

which focused primarily on dialectic and logic, i.e., the building blocks of scholasticism. These 

historians tended to place John of Salisbury at the pinnacle of the Chartrian circle, lauding him as a 

literary master, steeped in grammar, rhetoric, and the classical past, who established a humanistic 

program that prefigured—nay even rivaled—the humanism of Italians such as Lorenzo Valla, 

active during the height of the Renaissance. 

R.W. Southern, on the other hand, was unconvinced by these arguments. In his famous 

Medieval Humanism (1970), he argued that the tendency to associate certain eminent scholars, such 

as William of Conches, and Bernard and Thierry of Chartres, had led to an exaggerated notion of 

the role the school actually played in the intellectual developments of twelfth-century Europe.25 

Furthermore, Southern questioned whether John of Salisbury had even studied at the cathedral 

school, claiming that he could just as easily have worked with William of Conches and Thierry 

of Chartres in Paris. Lastly, Southern opined that the school did not constitute a cohesive outlook, 

thereby challenging the validity of viewing “Chartrian” scholars as evidencing notably humanistic 

tendencies. Southern singles out John, whom he felt neither sufficiently internalized the ideas of his 

classical auctores nor achieved the literary mastery that preceding historians had thought so 

praiseworthy.26  

                                                
24 Hastings Rashdall, The Universities of Europe in the Middle Ages. 2 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon, 1895), Vol I, 65; 

Charles Homer Haskins, The Renaissance of the Twelfth Century (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1927), 93–101; and David Knowles, “The Humanism of the Twelfth Century,” Studies 30 (1941), 43-58.  

25 Richard W. Southern, Medieval Humanism and Other Studies (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1972). These ideas were 
reformulated in Southern’s 1995 book Scholastic Humanism and the Unification of Europe (Cambridge, MA: 
Blackwell Publishers). 

26 Southern, Medieval Humanism, 30. 
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Although Southern did not accept the view that the works of John and his putative Chartrian 

colleagues exhibited a humanistic outlook, neither did he dismiss the idea of medieval humanism 

altogether. To the contrary—Southern identified the true humanists as those masters of dialectic 

working in and around the school of Paris. According to Southern, these so-called scholastics, 

while not interested in classical antiquity per se, manifested three intellectual tendencies that were 

entirely humanistic in outlook: 1) the dignity of nature; 2) the dignity of man; and 3) the 

intelligibility of the universe.27 Through these arguments, Southern forcibly pushed John of 

Salisbury—and the entire School of Chartres—off the wall of literary humanism, leaving 

subsequent scholars scrambling to put them back together again.28   

One of the earliest challenges to Southern’s arguments was offered by Peter Dronke in his 

1971 article, “New Approaches to the School of Chartres.”29 Through a detailed examination of 

letters and other autobiographical sources, Dronke attempted to prove that many of the masters 

whose connection to Chartres Southern had questioned, were indeed active within that school. 

Similarly, Fr. Nikolaus Häring, in a 1974 article, “Chartres and Paris revisited,” argued that the 

School of Chartres represented a distinct intellectual center that was every bit as luminous as 

previous scholars had avowed.30 Through examination of charters and other sources originating 

from the school itself, Häring concludes that:  

… the cathedral school at Chartres can still be regarded as the outstanding school 
of the first half of the twelfth century in the quality of its masters, the innovating 
force of their teaching, and in the clarity and peculiar beauty of their doctrinal 
innovations.31 
 
 

                                                
27 Ibid., 32. 
28 Even though Southern is consistently cited by scholars as the most influential author on the topic of medieval 

humanism, it is interesting to note that only a handful of them actually are in accordance with his ideas. 
29 Peter Dronke, “New Approaches to the School of Chartres,” Annuario de estucios meo evales 6 (1971): 117-140.  
30 Nikolaus Häring, “Chartres and Paris Revisited” in Essays in Honour of Anton Charles Pegis, ed. J. Reginald 

O’Donnell (Wetteren, Belgium: Universa, 1974). 
31 Ibid., 270. 
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While Dronke and Häring upheld the idea that the School of Chartres had a formative 

influence on twelfth-century intellectual thought, Winthrop Wetherbee conceded in his 1972 book 

Platonism and Poetry in the Twelfth Century that Chartres might have only played a minor role in 

the intellectual developments of the time. He ultimately argued, however, that the school 

evidenced a type of learning wholly distinct from other northern European schools such as those 

of Paris. To Wetherbee, it is of little consequence whether the School of Chartres existed as a 

physical place populated by leading masters. For Chartres represented an abstract school of 

thought and scholarship that was unique for its time: 

It must be understood that the Chartrian label is largely a matter of convenience, 
and refers to a body of ideas and scholars and poets who developed them…32 
 

In the vein of most scholars that had come before him, Wetherbee defined this “school of thought” 

as being primarily literary: 

Chartrian thought begins and ends in a kind of poetry: poetic intuition is finally the 
only means of linking philosophy and theology, pagan auctores and Christian 
doctrine, sapientia and eloquentia.33  
 
 

In identifying a unique “Chartrian spirit,” Wetherbee appropriates Southern’s own 

definition of humanism as consisting in the dignity of humanity and nature. Yet he nevertheless 

argues that it was scholars associated with Chartres—not with Paris—who were the prime 

instigators behind “the discovery of man and nature.”34 

As does Wetherbee, Katherine Keats-Rohan pays little attention to chronological and 

geographical issues surrounding the cathedral school itself, instead focusing on Chartres as a 

“school of thought.” Looking at John of Salisbury specifically, Keats-Rohan argues that the 

                                                
32 Winthrop Wetherbee, “Philosophy, Cosmology, and the Twelfth-Century Renaissance,” in A History of Twelfth- 

Century Western Philosophy, ed. Peter Dronke (Cambridge UP, 1988), 43. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid. 
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question of his direct involvement with the school is far less consequential than the ideas that John 

encountered in his educational experience. She posits that John’s comments on his educational 

upbringing should not be read as a simple biographical sketch laying out an exact timeline and 

location of his training, but rather as a “cautionary tale” that illustrates the perils of immersing 

oneself in dialectic at the expense of the rest of the other six liberal arts.35 John’s educational 

outline also serves to highlight the rich variety of pedagogy available in Northern France, as well 

as to emphasize that John was “exposed to the foremost educative trends in the twelfth century.”36    

This thesis aligns with those scholars who posit that a cohesive “Chartrian spirit” existed 

in twelfth-century France, even if the leading masters traditionally identified as comprising a 

“school” were not physically involved there. It will also consequently assume that where John 

received his education is less important than what he learned as a student and what kinds of ideas 

he postulated in his later writings. Whether John was actually a student at Chartres is thus largely 

inconsequential.37 For throughout his political, pedagogical, philosophical, and ethical theories, 

John exudes all that has been traditionally attributed to the Chartrian Spirit—optimism in the 

dignity of humanity and nature, reliance on Neo-Platonic thinking, and championing of classical 

auctores. In all these areas, John was a leading proponent of humanistic ideals.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
35 K.S.B. Keats-Rohan, “John of Salisbury and Education in Twelfth-Century Paris from the Account of his 

Metalogicon,” History of Universities, 6 (1987), 1–45 (6). The seven liberal arts consisted of the three verbal 
disciplines of the trivium (grammar, dialectic, and rhetoric) and the four numerical disciplines of the quadrivium 
(arithmetic, astronomy, geometry, music). 

36 Irene O’Daly, John of Salisbury and the Medieval Roman Renaissance, 3. 
37 Whatever his earlier connections to Chartres may have been, it must be acknowledged that John did end his days 

as bishop of Chartres.   
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III.  Chrétien de Troyes: Education, Career, and Works 
 

Unlike John of Salisbury, about whom we are amply informed, all that can be known of 

the celebrated Chrétien de Troyes must be gathered from his own works, the occasional medieval 

reference, and reasonable inference.  

From his introductory dedication in Lancelot, Knight of the Cart (his third romance) we 

know that it was composed for Countess Marie de Champagne—daughter of Louis VII of France 

and Eleanor of Aquitaine. Therefore the work must date after 1164, the year Marie (or as Chrétien 

calls her “my lady of Champagne”) married Henry I, Count of Champagne. The author provides 

another chronological clue in his last romance, which he dedicates to Philippe of Alsace, who 

became count of Flanders in 1168 and died in 1191. This suggests that Chrétien composed the bulk 

of his corpus sometime between 1164 and 1191, although scholars have tended to place their 

composition in the 1170s.38  

In addition to chronological ambiguities, the location of Chrétien’s activities is also largely 

hidden from view. Only once does he call himself Chrétien de Troyes—in the prologue to his first 

romance, Erec et Enide. According to Jean Frappier, this means that he was “probably a native” 

of that town, although it is also possible that the moniker simply denotes where he resided for a 

period of time.39 Further biographical information can be gleaned from the beginning of the second 

romance, Cligés, where he lists the poems that he had already composed, as well as translations of 

Ovid’s Commandments and the Art of Love. The latter works indicate that Chrétien was learned in 

                                                
38 Jean Frappier, Chrétien de Troyes: The Man and His Works, trans. Raymond J. Cormier (Athens, Ohio: Ohio 

University Press, 1982), 3. While scholars have traditionally suggested that Chrétien was active as a poet in the 
early 1170s, Claude Luttrell argued that Chrétien was active fifteen years later due to connections the former 
established between Chrétien’s first romance, Erec et Enide, and the allegorical poems of Alan de Lille (c. 1128–
1202/3), which were written in the early 1180s. Claude Luttrell, The Creation of the First Arthurian Romance: A 
Quest (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1974).  

39 Frappier, Chrétien de Troyes…, 3. Chrétien’s seven Romances in chronological order are: Erec and Enide, Lancelot, 
the Knight of the Cart, Perceval, the Story of the Grail, Yvain, and the Knight of the Lion.   
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Latin and conversant with classical poetry. Throughout his romances, Chrétien’s direct references 

and allusions to various sources—including Virgil’s Aeneid, Macrobius’s Commentary on the 

Dream of Scipio, contemporary legal codes, and many citations from scripture—allow us to infer 

that Chrétien was well educated and, like John of Salisbury, had probably received an education 

steeped in the arts of the trivium.40 In fact, Wolfram von Eschenbach (c. 1160/80–1220), one of 

the foremost German romance writers, called Chrétien “master,” a title used for an individual 

who had studied formally as a clerc (cleric), even if he had not taken higher ecclesiastical orders.41 

As Karl Uitti reminds us, however, even when the status was “applied to nonchurchmen,” this 

“view of clerkliness” held honorable and moral connotations in the twelfth century.42 Uitti states: 

Part of the cleric’s effectiveness as a… “master” at court derived from his having 
shared in the kind of educational training received by many of the most highly 
regarded members of the First Estate [clergy]; this training and its locus surely 
contributed greatly also to the clerc’s moral authority, and, just as surely, lies at the 
root of his spiritual concerns, even as these are voiced in romance-type narratives 
of ancient heroes and of the knights of the Round Table.43   
 
 

Uitti goes on to emphasize that the moral and intellectual prestige accorded to clerics writing 

vernacular literature elevated them from other contemporaneous vernacular writers and performers 

(such as the jongleurs and minstrels who entertained courtly society via their chansons de geste 

                                                
40 For a detailed discussion of Chrétien’s knowledge of contemporaneous legal codes and proceedings, see R. Howard 

Bloch, Medieval French Literature and Law (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1977).  
41 Karl D. Uitti, Chrétien de Troyes Revisited (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1995), 6. 
42 Frappier, Chrétien de Troyes, 10. Many vernacular authors demonstrably held ecclesiastical positions; a partial list 

would include Geoffrey of Monmouth, Wace, the anonymous author of Roman d’Èneàs and Roman de Thèbes, 
Benoît de St. Maure, Chrétien de Troyes (probably), Ulrich von Zatzikhoven, Albrecht von Halberstadt, Herbort 
von Fritzlar, Gottfried von Strassburg, the anonymous poet of the Nibelungenlied (probably), and Heinrich von 
Veldeke. C. This idea that clerical authors writing in the vernacular shared an educational, moral, and spiritual 
stature with ecclesiastical clergy is further emphasized by Stephen Jaeger who locates the source of courtly ideas as 
expressed in the burgeoning Romance literature to the bishops’ vitae, which originated in the imperial episcopate 
of the Ottonian and Salian dynasties. This leads Jaeger to urge us not to dismiss the importance of the ecclesiastical 
status of vernacular authors just because they might have held only a minor clerical status. For these clerics were 
“trained by and for the church” and were expected, at the very least, to project the moral expectations of the 
ecclesiastical authority. Stephen Jaeger, The Origins of Courtliness (University of Pennsylvania Press, 1985), 233. 

43 Uitti, Chrétien de Troyes Revisited, 6. 
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and other lyrics).44 Chrétien himself emphasizes this differentiation in his first romance, where he 

denigrates uneducated “storytellers” who “mangle and corrupt before kings and counts.”45  

Trained by and for the church, these clerical authors of vernacular literature would have 

received the same education as any other prospective ecclesiastic. Such a program would have 

included vigorous studies in scripture, theology, the seven liberal arts, and Latin literature.46 Jean 

Frappier emphasizes the classical tuition of these clerics, remarking: 

More men of letters than men of the church, such clerics in a way were also 
humanists. Ideally, they saw themselves responsible for the heritage and the 
transmission of Latin and even of Greek poetry. Ever mindful of the advice in the 
Liber Sapientiae (Book of Wisdom, attributed to Solomon in the Middle Ages), they 
sought to cultivate and never conceal man’s divine gifts—knowledge and wisdom. 
Thus, a scriptural text justified their lofty desire for glory and linked them to 
traditions of antiquity. Consequently, in their works the courtly clerics endeavored 
to imitate the ancients.47 
 
 

This indebtedness to classical sources even in the vernacular writings of clerical authors 

can most clearly be seen through the so-called romances of antiquity composed between c. 1150 

and 1165, which include most notably the Roman de Thébes, Roman d’Eneas, and Roman de Troie. 

While these proto-romances appropriated classical themes and subjects, such assimilation set the 

stage for later romance authors, such as Chrétien, to eclipse this direct imitation by incorporating 

such sources in “a more thoughtful and contrived manner.”48 

As will be seen throughout this thesis, Chrétien’s reliance on Greco-Roman ideals indeed 

run as significant—albeit covert—threads throughout his early romances. To uncover such strands 

is an important goal of this study—an endeavor made possible by comparing John’s intellectual 

                                                
44 Ibid. 
45 Chrétien de Troyes, Arthurian Romances, trans. Carleton W. Carroll (London: Penguin, 1991), 37. 
46 Frappier, Chrétien de Troyes, 10. For more information regarding the careers of “clerics” both in religious and 

secular spheres, see Ralph V. Turner, “The Miles Literatus in Twelfth- and Thirteenth-Century England: How Rare 
a Phenomenon?” The American Historical Review 83/4 (1978): 928–945.  

47 Ibid. 
48 Frappier, Chrétien de Troyes, 11. 
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motives, which are overtly beholden to classical precedents, to Chrétien de Troyes’s literary 

agenda, which he conceals under a poetic veil. Before considering these two authors’ indebtedness 

to classical sources, however, we begin in Chapter 1 with a brief discussion of those scholars who 

have already attempted to situate Chrétien within the Latin tradition of the twelfth century, which 

was thoroughly steeped in the classical heritage.  
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Chapter 1 
 

The Twelfth-Century Renaissance, the School of Chartres, and the Romance: 
 Establishing Contexts and New Directions 

 
 

For over a century, literary scholars have tended to treat the Latin and vernacular spheres 

of the twelfth century as immiscible. A few researchers, however, have attempted to integrate these 

two linguistic worlds by associating the courtly romance with two prominent intellectual trends of 

the period, both of which have traditionally been confined to the Latin sphere. These strands 

comprise the so-called twelfth-century renaissance (indicating the renewed interest in Greco-

Roman philosophy and literature) and the ideals of the School of Chartres—an eminent intellectual 

circle that has been identified as embodying the “renaissance” outlook of the time, due to its 

advocacy of liberal arts education and emphasis on the study of classical poetry and literature.  

As the historiographical overview below will show, however, the connections that exist 

between the vernacular romance and the classicizing movements of the time have been 

acknowledged to some extent in the literature but have rarely been methodically explored. After 

providing such an overview, this chapter will explore how placing John of Salisbury and Chrétien 

de Troyes in direct conversation will allow us to provide such a systematic treatment. But first we 

begin with what has already been established. 

 
I. Twelfth-Century Renaissance, Humanism, and the Romance 
 
 

Throughout most of the past century, scholars have tended to limit their discussions of the 

“twelfth-century renaissance” to the Latinate sphere. This propensity finds its roots in the work of 

Charles Homer Haskins, who—although not the first to coin the phrase—is usually credited with 
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popularizing the concept in his seminal 1927 book.1 Haskins’s overarching thesis is that the Italian 

Renaissance did not burst out of a “dark” age that filled the thousand-year void between the 

enlightened culture of classical antiquity and its Italian rebirth, but rather was foreshadowed by 

various instances of cultural efflorescence (e.g., the Carolingian, Ottonian, and Twelfth-Century 

renaissances). To that extent, Haskins’s main argument served as a foil to the ideas of Swiss 

historian Jakob Burkhardt (d. 1897), who had characterized the medieval period as an age of 

cultural and intellectual decline in comparison with the Italian Renaissance.2 While Haskins 

confronted Burkhardt on this point, he retained the latter’s yardstick of culture, namely that the 

“Latin classics furnished the best barometer of the culture of each period of Western Europe”3—a 

view that Marcia Colish later pronounced a “classical bias.”4 It follows, then, that Haskins would 

restrict his discussion to the Latinate world of the time, giving only a cursory nod to the 

contemporaneous body of vernacular literature.5 

In attempting to rectify Haskins’s “classical bias,” a few scholars beginning in the late 

twentieth century posited that the rise of non-Latin literature constitutes an important aspect of the 

classical renewals of the time—a trend Colish calls “the vernacular renaissance.”6 Such 

                                                
1 Many modern books imply that he invented the term. See for example, Introduction to The Twelfth-Century 

Renaissance, ed. C. Warren Hollister (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1969), 1. Examples of scholars who deemed 
the term “renaissance” prior to Haskins include Hastings Rashdall, The Universities of Europe in the Middle Ages 
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1895), 61, and T.F. Touth, The Empire and the Papacy, 918–1273 (London: Rivingtons, 1909).   

2 In his seminal book Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy (1860), Burkhardt had established the modern concept 
of the Italian Renaissance as the defining occurrence of cultural renewal in Western Civilization. His notion of a 
Renaissance in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries implied that it broke away from the monolithic “dark age” that 
had preceded it. Much in the spirit of Petrarch himself, Burkhardt painted the medieval eras as an age struggling 
under the oppressive burden of “faith, illusion and childish presupposition.” Jacob Burkhardt, The Civilization of 
the Renaissance in Italy 1860 trans. S.G.C. Middlemore (New York: Penguin, 1990), 98.  

3 Charles Homer Haskins, The Renaissance of the Twelfth Century (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1927), 
93. 

4 Marcia L. Colish, “Haskins’ Renaissance Seventy Years Later: Beyond Anti-Burckhardtianism,” Haskins Society 
Journal 11 (1998): 1-16. 

5 Haskins, Twelfth-Century Renaissance, vii. 
6 Marcia L. Colish, Medieval Foundations of the Western Intellectual Tradition 400–1400 (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1997), 176. 
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discussions have ranged from Peter Damian-Grint’s analyses of various English translations, Sarah 

Spence’s focus on vernacularization as a vehicle for connections between the text and the body, 

and Rita Copeland’s discussion of vernacular texts within the educational systems of the time.7  

A few historians have noted the Arthurian romance in particular as playing a role in this 

“vernacular renaissance,” pointing to the period’s increased interest in classical sources as having 

had a noticeable impact on this emerging genre. In fact, some French and German scholars even 

prior to Haskins believed the romance to be indebted to the twelfth-century classical revival. 

Edmond Faral, for example, postulated before the First World War that French authors of courtly 

literature were heavily influenced by Latin models (especially Statius and Ovid). Pointing to the 

early twelfth-century “Romances of Antiquity” as the first works to develop a French concept of 

courtoisie, he concludes that the courtly themes that came to define the character of the later 

Arthurian romance had as their direct ancestor the classical sources of Roman antiquity.8  

With respect to German scholarship, Gustav Ehrismann’s 1919 article “Die Grundlage des 

ritterlichen Tugendsystems” still looms large in discussions concerning classical influences on 

romance literature—even if many reactions have been fraught with dissent. According to 

Ehrismann, the courtly code of knighthood can be traced back to classical ethics, such as are 

outlined in Cicero’s moral tract De officiis (“On Duties”) as well as the Ethics of Aristotle.9  

In his famous literary critique, Ernst Robert Curtius vociferously challenged Ehrismann’s 

thesis, claiming that the latter had overestimated Cicero’s influence on the chivalric code. Curtius 

                                                
7 Peter Damian-Grint, The New Historians of the Twelfth-Century Renaissance: Inventing Vernacular Authority 

(Rochester, NY: Boydell Press, 1999); Sarah Spence, Text and the Self in the Twelfth Century (Cambridge, 
Cambridge University Press, 1996); Rita Copeland, Rhetoric, Hermeneutics and Translation in the Middle Ages: 
Academic Traditions and Vernacular Texts (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1991).  

8 The romances of antiquity include Thébes, Piramus, and Éneas. Edmond Faral, Recherches sur les sources latines 
des contes et romans Courtois du moyen âge (Paris: Champion, 1913), 194–95.  

9 Gustav Ehrismann, “Die Grundlagen des ritterlichen Tugendsystems” in Zeitschrift für deutsches Altertum und 
Literatur Bd. 56 (1919): 137-216. 
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thus moved the discussion in an entirely new direction, focusing on the history of literary forms, 

not on the influence that classical antiquity had on courtly values.10 Still, Curtius’s vehement 

response did not entirely dissuade succeeding scholars from tracing continuities between classical 

antiquity and courtly literature. In fact, it only seemed to spark further debate among German 

philologists. The complete lack of subsequent consensus led Joachim Bumke to conclude in 1991: 

Looking back at this controversy a generation later, it is difficult to understand how 
Curtius’s attack, laced with unpleasant polemics against German philology, could 
cause such a stir. We must also note that the entire debate clarified very little and 
hardly advanced our historical understanding of the courtly concept of knighthood. 
Not even the very specific question whether a connection existed between the 
development of the aristocratic social ideal and the arrival of classicism in the 
twelfth century, found a satisfactory answer. For all intents and purposes, 
scholarship has to start again where Ehrismann left off in 1916.11 
 
 

While scholars as diverse as Ehrismann and Colish have attempted to incorporate the 

vernacular world into discussions of a twelfth-century renaissance, still other scholars have linked 

the romance more directly with intellectual developments within the movement, particularly 

“medieval humanism” and the “discovery of the individual.”12 Such studies, however, often only 

acknowledge that relationships exist between classical ideals and courtly literature, with any 

specific connections often only perfunctorily explored and their broader significance never fully 

examined. 

A case in point is Jean Frappier’s famous 1968 study, Chrétien de Troyes: The Man and 

His Works. In this book the author emphasizes that clerics, steeped in classical learning, were the 

primary writers of the romance. According to Frappier, these individuals were “humanists,” who 

                                                
10 Ernst Curtius, European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages (1948), trans. Willard R. Trask (Trenton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 2013), 519–37. 
11 Bumke, Courtly Culture, 307. 
12 The phrases “medieval humanism” and the “discovery of the individual” were popularized in the following studies, 

respectively: Richard W. Southern, Medieval Humanism and Other Studies (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1972); Colin 
Morris, The Discovery of the Individual (New York: Harper & Row, 1972). 
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saw themselves “responsible for the heritage and the transmission of Latin and even of Greek 

poetry.”13 Claiming that Chrétien de Troyes’s clerical learning proves the “most important quality” 

of his romances, Frappier propounds that this author, like his colleagues, held a humanistic 

worldview—an attitude evidenced by his confidence in translatio studii, his admiration for pagan 

antiquity, his code of ethics, and his optimism in the value of temporal happiness.14 Although 

Frappier aptly emphasizes in his introduction the close kinship that exists between classical 

antiquity and Chrétien de Troyes’s works, discussion of Greco-Roman influences is conspicuously 

absent when he delves into the romances themselves. In fact, Frappier’s verdict regarding the 

thematic content of Chrétien’s first romance is that “the background of the adventures in Erec and 

Enide depends in no direct way upon classical antiquity or upon contemporary French writings, 

influences in any case that manifest themselves only in Chrétien’s technique.”15  

Although Frappier neglected to provide any substantive information concerning the Greco-

Roman influence on Chrétien’s romances, he did at least deem Chrétien a “humanist”—an 

assessment R.W. Southern, the premier authority on medieval humanism, conspicuously 

sidestepped in his 1972 book. Indeed, it is astonishing that no thorough discussion of vernacular 

literature can be found in either of Southern’s seminal works.16  

Conversely, Colin Morris in his The Discovery of the Individual—an equally influential 

work published the same year as Southern’s Medieval Humanism—does attempt to draw 

connections between Chrétien de Troyes’s Arthurian romances and the concurrent intellectual 

                                                
13 Jean Frappier, Chrétien de Troyes: The Man and His Works, trans. Raymond J. Cormier (Athens, Ohio: Ohio 

University Press, 1982), 10. 
14 Frappier, Chrétien de Troyes, 12 and 47. 
15 Ibid., 70.  
16 These works include R.W. Southern’s Medieval Humanism and Other Studies and Scholastic Humanism and the 

Unification of Europe. 2 Vols. (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1995). 
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developments of the time.17 Just as Haskins had done half a century prior, Morris confronts a 

commonly held Burkhardtian notion—the belief that individualism had its origins in the Italian 

Renaissance due to the general revival of classical humanism. While Morris concedes that this rise 

of individuality did indeed owe much to a “rediscovery of Latinity,” he argues that this revival 

took place in the twelfth century, not the fifteenth.18 In developing his evidence, Morris focuses 

mainly on Latin sources, including autobiographies and theological treatises, although he 

occasionally extends his discussion to vernacular works. For example, he sees courtly love lyrics, 

along with the romances of Chrétien de Troyes, as patent manifestations of the discovery of the 

individual.19 Although Morris constructs a convincing argument, one finds yet again that explicit 

connections between the romance and its classical inheritance prove superficial at best.20 

Perhaps the work that draws the clearest ties between the romance and the dominant 

intellectual trends of the time is Stephen Jaeger’s Medieval Humanism in Gottfried von 

Strassburg’s Tristan und Isolde. Paying homage to the twelfth-century renaissance, Jaeger finds 

that the thematic content of Gottfried’s romance coincides closely with this intellectual movement, 

including a renewed interest in the dignity of man and nature, the separation of natural from 

                                                
17 Just as Haskins had done half a century prior, Morris, too, confronts a commonly-held Burkhardtian notion—the 

belief that individualism had its origins in the Italian Renaissance of the late fifteenth century—largely due to the 
general revival of classical humanism. 

18 Morris, The Discovery of the Individual, 37. 
19 Ibid., 137. 
20 Half a decade later, Robert Hanning would follow in Morris’s footsteps by strengthening the association between 

the rise of individuality and the romance genre. Devoting an entire book to the subject in 1977, he, like Morris, 
positions the thematic content of the Arthurian romance closely with intellectual developments of the twelfth-
century renaissance. Hanning likewise posits that the primary purpose of Chretien’s chivalric characters is to 
navigate the complex interplay between the chivalric hero’s private and public worlds (1). In fact, Hanning goes so 
far as to claim that it was the chivalric romance, more so even than theological and philosophical works of the time, 
that succeeded most in confronting the implications of individuality that preoccupied the intellectuals of twelfth-
century Europe (3). Again, however, when Hanning delves into textual analysis of the works themselves, he does 
not elaborate on any categorical correspondences between Greco-Roman sources and the vernacular narratives. 
Rather, he uses contemporaneous theological and philosophical treatises as his textual basis, with almost no 
attention paid to their inheritance from antiquity. Robert W. Hanning, The Individual in Twelfth-Century Romance 
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1970). 
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supernatural, and a “ground swell interest in the individual.”21 Examining several episodes in 

Tristan, Jaeger shows that Gottfried (along with other romance authors, including Chrétien de 

Troyes) was influenced by the humanistic principles advocated by leading Latinate writers of the 

time, including Peter Abelard, Bernardus Silvestris, John of Salisbury, and Alain de Lille.  

In a subsequent work, The Origins of Courtliness, Jaeger continues along the same lines, 

claiming that courtly ethics from the Carolingian period through the twelfth century could not have 

developed without renewed reliance on ideals of courtesy and statesmanship inherited from ancient 

Rome. Relying on bishop’s vitae as a source of evidence, Jaeger concludes (as Ehrismann had 

done decades prior) that many qualities present in these courtly sources were indebted to 

Ciceronian values—especially those outlined in his De officiis. Such an assessment led Jaeger to 

conclude that “it would [not] overstate the case too badly if we say that courtliness is medieval 

Europe’s memory of the Roman statesman, of his humanity and urbane skillfulness in guiding the 

state and in facing the trials of public life.”22 As it turns out, however, Jaeger seems more interested 

in drawing connections between bishops’ vitae and the courtly ideals propagated in the romance 

genre, than to Ciceronian ideals per se.23 Jaeger concedes that his work does not definitively root 

the courtly and chivalric ideals in the classical tradition, although he observes that such a study 

would be fruitful. Jaeger states near the beginning of his work: 

I look forward to the work that will teach us to regard medieval chivalry as a neo-
classical institution. Whatever it owes to monasticism and the crusade ideal, the 
chivalric ideal owes a great deal to the “renaissance” spirit of the twelfth century, a 
spirit which also accounts in large part for the birth or rebirth of courtliness.24  
 
 

                                                
21 C. Stephen Jaeger, Medieval Humanism in Gottfried von Strassburg’s Tristan und Isolde (Heidelberg: Carl Winter 

Universitätsverlag, 1977), 12. 
22 Stephen Jaeger, The Origins of Courtliness: Civilizing Trends and the Formation of Courtly Ideals 939–1210 

(University of Pennsylvania Press, 1985), 257. 
23 This is with exception to a lengthy discussion of the connection between Cicero’s treatment of the fourth cardinal 

virtue (temperantia) and courtly behavior. 
24 Jaeger, The Origins of Courtliness, xii. 
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In recent decades, the study that takes up Jaeger’s suggestion most diligently is K. Sarah-

Jane Murray’s From Plato to Lancelot (2008), which does in fact draw meaningful connections 

between classical literature and the incipient romances. In this work, Murray shows how Chrétien 

created the romance by “fusing two distinct cultural traditions: one derived from Greco-Roman 

antiquity, the other from the Celtic world….”25 As far as the former is concerned, Murray focuses 

on the influences of Plato’s Timaeus on Old French courtly literature, although her discussion takes 

into account a variety of classical sources, including Martianus Capella’s De nuptiis Mercurii et 

Philologiae, and Ovid’s Metamorphoses.  

Consideration of recent secondary literature on the matter at hand makes it evident that 

with the exception of Murray’s research, Jaeger’s recommendation has fallen on deaf ears. For 

example, in Joseph Duggan’s The Romances of Chrétien de Troyes (2001), or A Companion to 

Chrétien de Troyes (2005), the connection between the romance and the classical zeitgeist of the 

twelfth century hardly receives mention.26 Perhaps Bumke is correct in his assessment that the 

question of whether relationships exist between the courtly ideals of twelfth-century vernacular 

literature and the concurrent swell of classicism has yet to be conclusively answered. Perhaps 

scholarship indeed must “start again” where Ehrismann left off a century ago.  

 
II. The School of Chartres and the Romance 
 

 

Analogous to the works discussed above which orient the romance within the intellectual 

milieu of the twelfth-century renaissance, are several studies that draw correlations between the 

                                                
25 K. Sarah-Jane Murray, From Plato to Lancelot: A Preface to Chrétien de Troyes (Syracuse University Press, 2008). 
26 Joseph Duggan, The Romances of Chrétien de Troyes (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001), and Norris J. 

Lacy and Joan T. Grimbert, A Companion to Chrétien de Troyes (Suffolk: Boydell & Brewer Ltd, 2005). 
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romance and the School of Chartres—long touted by historians as a preeminent locus of the 

renaissance movement.27  

Perhaps the earliest work to identify such correspondences is M.-D. Chenu’s 1957 

compilation of essays, which abounds in mention of Chrétien de Troyes in conjunction with 

Chartrian scholars, notably Bernardus Silvestris and Alan de Lille. Chenu urges his readers not to 

draw too narrow a picture of the “reactivation of ancient values” in the twelfth century, citing the 

architectural and artistic innovations of Chartres cathedral, Gilbert de La Porrée’s glossing of 

Boethius, John of Salisbury’s political theories, and Chrétien de Troyes’s romances, as equally 

important participants in this process.28 Chenu goes on to include Chrétien in his list of scholars 

responsible for the twelfth-century “discovery of nature,” a development brought about by the 

“natural idealism” of Chartrian thinkers, and beholden to the classical conception that the universe 

was worthy of study and analysis.29 

Going to even greater lengths to associate Chrétien’s works with the Chartrian milieu is 

Winthrop Wetherbee, who examines the influence that Chartrian Platonism had on fictive literature 

of the twelfth century. In this discussion, Wetherbee focuses on the philosophical allegories of 

Bernardus Silvestris, Alain de Lille, and Jean de Hanville.30 He even devotes an entire chapter to 

examining the effect the Chartrian reliance on Plato—with its characteristic penchant for 

allegory—had on the literary themes of the Arthurian romance.31   

                                                
27 For a brief overview of this Chartrian School, see section I. A. of the introduction. 
28 M.-D. Chenu, Nature, Man, and Society in the Twelfth Century: Essays on New Theological Perspectives in the 

Latin West (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1997), 4. 
29 Ibid., 9. 
30 Winthrop Wetherbee, Platonism and Poetry in the Twelfth Century (Trenton, New Jersey: Princeton University 

Press, 1972), 3. 
31 Ibid., Chapter 6: 220–241. 
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In 1974, Claude Luttrell built upon Wetherbee’s and Chenu’s arguments. Extending certain 

correlations that Chenu had noted, Luttrell posits that Chrétien’s handling of the nature topos in 

his first romance “demands comparison” with the “philosophy of Nature” as developed within the 

Chartrian school. Drawing specifically on allegories of Alain de Lille, Luttrell shows that 

Chrétien’s treatment of the nature topos—especially its role in Enide’s creation—is strikingly 

similar to passages in Alain’s poems, thus constituting “the proper parallel.” Luttrell is so 

convinced of Alain’s influence that he feels it necessary to suggest a “drastic change” in the dating 

of Chrétien’s works.32  

Comparison of Chrétien’s romances to the circle of Chartres was taken up again in the 

1980s by L.T. Topsfield, who moved the discussion in a slightly different direction. While Luttrell 

saw Alain de Lille as representing the most direct link to Chrétien’s early romances, Topsfield 

asserted that the precepts of a different Chartrian scholar align more closely with the sen 

(overarching meaning) of Chrétien’s first romance. Topsfield claims that: 

The underlying ideas of Chrétien’s Erec et Enide which concern goodness, virtue, 
joy, self-knowledge and duty, are close to the precepts which we find in the 
Policraticus of John of Salisbury and the De officiis of Cicero.33   
  
 

In the few pages following, Topsfield elaborates on connections between the “Joy of the Court” 

and “Coronation” episodes of Erec et Enide and the political and moral theories of John—and, by 

extension, Cicero. The perfunctory nature of this discussion, however, serves only to spark one’s 

curiosity in the matter—it by no means satisfies it. 

                                                
32 While evidence shows that Alain’s De planctu Naturae was published as late as 1178–80, and his Anticlaudianus 

no earlier than 1182, Chrétien’s Erec is generally assumed to have been written around 1170. Through comparison 
of several historical events with episodes in the Arthurian narrative itself, Luttrell proposes that Erec et Enide was 
more likely to have been composed as late as 1185. Ibid., 32. 

33 L.T. Topsfield, Chrétien de Troyes: A Study of the Arthurian Romances (Cambridge University Press, 1981), 54. 
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This correlation that Topsfield found between Chrétien’s Erec et Enide and John’s 

Policraticus is not an entirely isolated conception in the secondary literature. For example, 

Murray’s From Plato to Lancelot (published over a decade later), is continually punctuated with 

excerpts from John’s Policraticus and Metalogicon. Once more, however, the connections to 

Chrétien’s romances are sporadic and by no means systematically laid out.   

Within the past several years, scholars—apart from Murray—have done virtually nothing 

to strengthen the correlations that Topsfield identified between John of Salisbury’s works and the 

romances of Chrétien de Troyes. In fact, it appears that even the broader Chartrian/Chrétien 

relationship has lain fallow in the literature for over a decade. Yet despite the current lack of 

interest in this topic, a 2010 article by Stephen Mark Carey demonstrates that it remains worthy of 

investigation.34 In this study, Carey attempts to corroborate certain dates proposed by Luttrell 

through examination of the relationship between Chrétien, Alain de Lille, and the later reception 

of the Old French romance in Germany. While Carey concedes that Erec et Enide seems to 

manifest a strong Chartrian influence, he finds that poet Herrmann von Aue, in his German 

adaptations of Chrétien’s works, deliberately rejected those tendencies. Ultimately Carey 

concludes that whether the natural philosophy of Chartres is affirmed, as in Chrétien’s romances, 

or rejected, as in Hartmann’s works, the Old-French and German romances as a group nevertheless 

“demonstrate an engagement with Chartres that continues in the works of Chrétien’s adaptors.”35 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
34 Stephen Mark Carey, “Chartrian Influence and German Reception: Dating the Works of Chrétien de Troyes,” 

Arthuriana 20/3 (2010): 21-44. 
35 Ibid., 36. 
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III.  Establishing New Directions 
 
 

The above assessment of secondary literature has drawn attention to formative positions 

that have been advanced with respect to the genesis of the Arthurian romance, paying particular 

attention to the relationship between that genre and the prevailing intellectual trends of the time. 

Having laid these foundations, we are now in a position to consider how a direct comparison of 

John of Salisbury’s political and educational treatises (Policraticus and Metalogicon, respectively) 

to the early romances of Chrétien de Troyes (particularly Erec et Enide) will allow us to add to or 

challenge these various interpretations. 

In the most general sense, a comparison of John and Chrétien will serve to strengthen the 

bridges that some historians have attempted to build between the Latin and vernacular worlds of 

the twelfth century. The specific links that will be identified between John’s treatises and 

Chrétien’s romances—which are not only in different languages, but belong to different genres—

will reinforce the notion that these literary spheres do in fact comprise two sides of the same coin 

and should not be treated in isolation. 

Related to underscoring Latin/vernacular affinities, this thesis will also serve to tighten the 

association that some scholars have recognized between the twelfth-century renaissance and the 

burgeoning romance. Indeed, not only do classical references pervade John’s treatises, but his 

indebtedness to the Greco-Roman auctores (most notably Plato, Virgil, and Cicero) serves as the 

very lynchpin of his literary, educational, ethical, and political theories. Thus, establishing direct 

points of contact between classical values expressed through John, vis-à-vis Chrétien, will allow 

us to identify specific instances of classical influence upon the romance. Such an undertaking has, 

as is shown above, gone largely uncultivated in preceding literature. In this way, the present study 

will indeed take up where Ehrisman left off a century ago when he intimated that courtly ideals as 
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expressed in the romance can be traced back to classical ethics. Establishing this point will also 

challenge Frappier’s assessment that the first Arthurian romance “depends in no direct way upon 

classical antiquity.”36 My hope is that this study will ultimately, as Jaeger suggested, teach us that 

medieval chivalry and “the rebirth of courtliness” was indeed a “neo-classical institution.”37  Of 

course, the result of these endeavors can only buttress Colish’s advocacy of a “vernacular 

renaissance.” 

The following chapters will also bring Chrétien’s early oeuvre more securely into the circle 

of Chartres. While a few scholars have pointed to this connection, none has previously recognized 

the full significance of Chrétien’s thought in relation to the Chartrian tradition. Most particularly, 

scholarship has tended to leave John out of the discussion completely. This is surprising 

considering that John represents the quintessence of all that has been attributed to the “Chartrian 

spirit,” including confidence in the dignity of humanity and nature, reliance on Neo-Platonic 

thinking, the championing of classical auctores, and the advocacy of literary humanism. Thus, by 

inserting John into this discourse, this thesis will provide a definite point of comparison between 

Chrétien and a championed member of the Chartrian school.  

On a smaller scale, evidence developed below will demonstrate that the unique qualities 

that John evinces within his intellectual tradition parallel those that Chrétien expresses in his 

romances. For while most of John’s Chartrian colleagues, including Alain de Lille, tended to 

emphasize philosophical and cosmological transcendence, John frequently turned his attention to 

earthly matters, particularly the establishment and maintenance of temporal societies. And as will 

be shown, Chrétien’s approach to his subject matter, although aligning in general terms with the 

Chartrian outlook, parallels most strikingly John’s humanistic stance. Moreover, identifying 

                                                
36 Ibid., 70.  
37 Jaeger, The Origins of Courtliness, xii. 
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John—as opposed to Alain de Lille—as the “proper parallel” with Chrétien’s first romance, allows 

us to retain the traditional dating of Chrétien’s works (1170s) while still acknowledging the 

profound impact Chartrian writings had on this burgeoning vernacular literature. For whereas John 

had penned both of his treatises by 1159, Alain had not begun penning his allegories until c. 1180.  

Ultimately, the direct comparison of John’s treatises with Chrétien’s romances will permit 

us in Chapter 5 to shed light on a question that has been a subject of contentious debate within the 

secondary literature—i.e., the very purpose of the romance genre. Whereas scholars who have 

considered this question have tended to focus on the social actualities of the courts, or have 

attempted in a limited way to connect Chrétien’s romances with some narrow facet of the Latinate 

world, such as legal codes or bishops’ vitae, no scholar has developed an argument that situates 

the romance within the deeper Latinate traditions of the twelfth century. This last chapter, however, 

will show that it is only when one considers the broader intellectual trends of the time that he/she 

can hope to uncover Chrétien’s motivation for inventing the Arthurian romance.  

But before delving into discussion of the primary sources, it is necessary here to provide a 

bibliographical note on editions and translations. 

 
IV.  Standard Editions and Translations of John and Chrétien 
 

Because this thesis draws upon several different translations for various sections of John’s 

Metalogicon and Policraticus, and because the Latin editions used as the textual basis vary from 

translation to translation (and are not always even specified), I have provided excerpts from John’s 

treatises in English without including the original Latin text. For reference purposes I am providing 

below the editions on which the translations are based:38 

 

                                                
38 Full citations for these editions are included in the bibliography. 
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Metalogicon: 
Translator Principal Edition 
Daniel D. McGarry (1962) Clement C.J. Webb, ed. (1929), et al. 

J. B. Hall and J.P. Haseldine (2013) J.B. Hall, K.S.B. Keats-Rohan, eds. (1991) 
 
Policraticus: 

Translator Principal Edition 
Pike (1938) Clement C.J. Webb, ed. (1909) 

Dickinson (1963) Clement C.J. Webb, ed. (1909) 

Nederman (1990) Not specified 
*Regarding the most recent Latin edition of Policraticus, see Katharine Keats-Rohan’s 1993 edition published in Corpus 
Christianorum Continuatio Mediaevalis (CCCM 118). To my knowledge this edition has not been used as a basis for a translation. 

 
 
With regard to Chrétien’s Erec et Enide and Cligés, I am providing parallel excerpts (Old-

French/English) based on C.W. Carroll’s and W.W. Kibler’s 1991 translations, respectively. 

Carroll used his own edition of Erec et Enide (1987) as his textual basis, which relies on the famous 

thirteenth-century Guiot manuscript (with a few editorial emendations). Kibler’s translation relies 

on the less conservative and more eclectic 1884 Foerster edition, in which the editor “produced a 

composite text for each poem based on all manuscripts known to him.”39 Of course, as Kibler and 

Carroll concede, “no adequate edition of Chrétien’s romances on which to base a translation” 

exists.40 For as with any medieval text that has survived in multiple manuscripts, variation between 

versions—whether that be in sentence structure, wording, etc.—is inevitable. For a list of Chrétien 

editions up through the time of Kibler/Carroll’s translations, see the 1991 Penguin translation. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
                                                
39 Chrétien de Troyes, Arthurian Romances, trans. William W. Kibler and Carleton W. Carroll (London: Penguin, 

1991), 23. 
40 Ibid. 
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Chapter 2 
 

John of Salisbury, Chrétien de Troyes, and the School of Chartres: 
Parallel Interpretations of Classical Literary Ideals 

 
 

Although the Arthurian romance is best known for its innovative use of chivalric themes, 

its vehicles of literary expression proved equally groundbreaking. These include: first, a reliance 

on written vernacular as its linguistic medium, and second, a preoccupation with poetic fictions 

and subtle allegories as the most effective means of conveying philosophical and theological 

truths. While we will see in subsequent chapters that the subject matter of the early romances was 

grounded in the renaissance spirit of the twelfth century, the present chapter demonstrates that the 

two aforementioned literary devices were equally indebted to the classicizing tendencies of the 

time. Indeed, both the employment of written vernacular as well as the preference for allegorical 

modes of expression were conditioned by the Platonism of Chartres, which would prove to define 

the literary ideals of both John of Salisbury and Chrétien de Troyes.  

The purposes of this chapter are thus twofold. The first is to demonstrate that John’s 

reverence for the written word, as well as his confidence in the power of allegory, was thoroughly 

dependent upon classical auctores—particularly Plato’s Timaeus. Secondly, by drawing direct 

correlations between John’s literary values and those of Chrétien, this chapter shows that the latter 

was equally indebted to the Neo-Platonic spirit of Chartres. Ultimately, this comparison will help 

elucidate the motives and intentions that Chrétien had, not only in committing his stories to 

parchment, but also in casting his romances in the guise of “fabulous narrative.”1 

 
 
 

                                                
1 The earliest characterization of fiction as “fabulous narrative” is in Macrobius’s fifth-century Commentary on the 

Dream of Scipio (trans. William Harris Stahl [New York: Columbia University Press, 1952], 86). 
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I. The Rise of the Written Vernacular 
 
 

Scholars who have discussed the transition in twelfth-century vernacular literature from 

oral to written transmission have attributed it to a variety of social, economic, and institutional 

factors. Such causes include an increase in written legal transactions, the waxing influence of 

women at court, and the effects that lay piety and heretical movements (e.g., the Waldensians) had 

on the growing preoccupation with the written word.2 While such influences should not be 

minimized, one must consider that the new emphasis on the written word was also tied to the 

contemporaneous revival of Greco-Roman learning. In fact, twelfth-century intellectuals were 

materially influenced by the heightened enthusiasm for classical sources, insofar as certain of these 

texts actually urged them to write down their thoughts and stories for posterity.3 A most influential 

source in this regard was Plato’s Timaeus—a detailed account of the universe’s creation, and one 

of the most widely-read documents within intellectual circles of twelfth-century Europe. On the 

strength of the more than 150 surviving medieval copies, this cosmological treatise, represents 

arguably the “most important philosophical text” of the time.4 The work exerted a profound 

influence on scholars at the School of Chartres, including most notably Thierry of Chartres, as well 

as his student, John of Salisbury.5 

 
 
                                                
2 Concerning the influence of legal procedures on written vernacular, see Brian Stock, The Implications of Literacy: 

Written Language and Models of Interpretation in the Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries (Princeton University Press, 
1983), Chapter 1, and R. Howard Bloch, Medieval French Literature and Law (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1977); for women’s influences, see June Hall McCash, “The Role of Women in the Rise of the Vernacular” 
Comparative Literature 60/1 (2008): 45-57; for discussions concerning lay piety and heresy, confer Peter Biller and 
Anne Hudson, ed. Heresy and Literacy, 1000–1530 (Cambridge University Press, 1994). 

3 This connection between classical sources and the written word is emphasized in K. Sarah-Jane Murray, From Plato 
to Lancelot: A Preface to Chrétien de Troyes (Syracuse University Press, 2008), especially 3-48. 

4 Winthrop Wetherbee, Platonism and Poetry in the Twelfth Century (Trenton, New Jersey: Princeton University 
Press, 1972), 29. 

5 Ibid. According to Wetherbee, Plato’s Timaeus was partially translated into Latin by Cicero, but was surpassed in 
the fourth century by a more comprehensive (though still not complete) translation by Iberian monk Calcidius, 
which was the version best known in the twelfth century. 
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A.  PLATO’S TIMAEUS AND THE CONCEPT OF TRANSLATIO STUDII 
 

While the overarching moral of Plato’s Timaeus has been a topic of considerable debate in 

secondary scholarship, one can confidently argue that the indelibility of the written word 

represents one of the dialogue’s most pressing themes.6 Plato emphasizes this guiding idea from 

the very beginning of the work, which begins with a four-way discussion between Socrates and 

three of his disciples (Timaeus, Hermocrates, and Critias). Indeed, it is through this lengthy 

dialogue between teacher and students that Plato most conspicuously highlights the values of 

written over oral transmission. The discourse opens with Socrates remarking that one of the usual 

attendees of his lectures is missing. After being informed that the student is ill and cannot attend, 

Socrates comments that the absentee will not be able to experience the lesson for that day. Through 

this initial exchange, Plato gives us our first hint of the limitations of oral transmission—inherent 

restrictions of time and place—that John of Salisbury would reinforce centuries later.  

This opening indication of the frailty of oral transmission continues as the student (Critias) 

relates how he had come to know a certain “ancient myth,” which he claims had been handed down 

to him orally.7 Critias acknowledges that this particular story had managed to survive through the 

generations. But he laments that many other “great and marvelous deeds” of the Athenians have 

passed into oblivion, because they had not been preserved via the pen.8  

                                                
6 This interpretation of the myth as representing a tribute to the written word is most convincingly laid out in K. Sarah-

Jane Murray’s book From Plato to Lancelot Chapter I. Other scholars, however, have assigned various overarching 
themes to the Timaeus. Warman Welliver, for example, argues that the work’s guiding idea is that the universe is 
built on moral principles (see Character, Plot, and Thought in Plato’s Timaeus—Critias [Leiden: Brill, 1977]). 
Thomas K. Johansen, on the other hand, argues that the myth serves as a model for how citizens should act in war 
(Plato’s Natural Philosophy: A Study of the “Timaeus-Critias” [Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press., 2004]), 
whereas Pierre Vidal-Naquet argues that the myth serves to lend primacy to Athens’s place in the ancient world 
(L’Antlantide: Petite histoire d’un mythe platonicien [Paris: Belles Lettres]).  

7 According to Critias, the story had first been told by his great-grandfather Dropides to his grandfather (also called 
Critias), who had remembered it and then related it to him (i.e., Critias the Younger). Plato, Timaeus, trans. Donald 
J. Zeyl (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 2000), 6. 

8 Ibid. 
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Plato’s initial nods to the importance of the written word become stronger as Critias relates 

his grandfather’s lament that the Athenian statesman Solon, having become distracted by other 

matters, had neglected to write down an important story that he had brought home from Egypt. 

Critias relates that Solon, because of this failure, never became famous as a poet—and worse, he 

allowed a tale recounting “the most magnificent thing [Athens] has ever done” to become lost 

“because the men who accomplished it ha[d] perished.”9  

Critias next recounts how Solon encountered this story in a certain Egyptian city, which 

had as its foundress Neith—a goddess the Egyptian citizens identify with the Greeks’ Athena. 

Upon talking to the priests about this shared deity, Solon realized that neither he nor any other 

Hellene knew anything worth mentioning of the Greeks’ heritage. As Solon struggled to recount 

events of the Hellenic past, he was interrupted by one of the Egyptian priests. Critias describes the 

resulting interchange as follows: 

 “Ah, Solon, Solon, you Greeks are ever children. There isn’t an old man among 
you.” On hearing this, Solon said, “What? What do you mean?” “You are young,” 
the old priest replied, “young in soul, every one of you. Your souls are devoid of 
beliefs about antiquity handed down by ancient tradition. Your souls lack any 
learning made hoary by time.”10 
 

 

As the priest goes on to explain, the Athenians are “children” precisely because they have remained 

an oral culture—their histories and genealogies have never matured beyond mere fables. The 

Athenians’ knowledge of their glorious past is thus perpetually being reset, and it is only because 

of records meticulously kept in the Egyptian temples that the Hellenic history has been preserved.  

The import of the priest’s admonition is thus that the process of translatio studii—the 

transference of knowledge from one generation to another or from empire to empire—can only be 

                                                
9 Ibid., 7. 
10 Ibid., 8. 
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realized effectively through the written word.11 In this way the moral of the Critias myth becomes 

eminently clear: without written records we are condemned perpetually to remain as children. 

B. JOHN’S AND CHRÉTIEN’S CONCEPTIONS OF TRANSLATIO STUDII: THE PERMANENCE OF THE 
WRITTEN WORD 

 
 

Plato’s message, via the Egyptian priest, did not fall on deaf ears in the twelfth century, but 

rather had a profound influence on Latin and vernacular writers alike. In fact, this confidence in 

the written word resonates strongly in John of Salisbury, with one of the most striking examples 

found in his political treatise, Policraticus. Here, John opens with a veritable paean to the written 

word. And due to various parallels with the beginning of the Timaeus, it becomes evident that this 

is the source from which John is drawing. As if responding directly to the circumstances at the 

beginning of the Timaeus, which commences with Socrates remarking that the absent student will 

not experience the oral lesson for that day, John begins his prologue to his Policraticus as follows: 

… the pursuit of letters is especially fruitful because it excludes all annoyances 
stemming from differences of time and place, it draws friends into each other’s 
presence, and it abolishes the situation in which things worth knowing are not 
experienced.12  

 
Continuing along the same lines as the Egyptian priest in Plato’s myth, John next emphasizes the 

transience of memory, and praises the permanency of the written word. For according to John, it 

is precisely through devotion to letters that a nation’s glorious past can be preserved through the 

generations, and it is only in that manner that translatio studii can take place. John’s praise of the 

“light of letters” is so compelling that it is worth quoting at length:  

Arts would have perished, laws would have disappeared, faith and all religious 
duties whatsoever would have shattered … save that divine compassion granted to 
mortals the use of letters as a remedy for human infirmity. The examples of our 
ancestors, which are incitements and inducements to virtue, never would have … 

                                                
11 Murray, From Plato to Lancelot, 11. 
12 John of Salisbury, Policraticus: Of the Frivolities of Courtiers and the Footprints of Philosophers, ed. and trans.  

Cary J. Nederman (Cambridge University Press, 1990), Prologue, 3. 
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been heeded by everyone, unless, through devotion, care and diligence, writers … 
transmitted these things to posterity.  
 

If indeed the shortness of life … permit us to know little, then even this is constantly 
banished … to its stepmother, memory. Who would know of Alexander or Caesar, 
or would respect the Stoics … unless they had been distinguished by the memorials 
of writers? Triumphal arches advance the glory of illustrious men…. It is only 
because of the inscription on a triumphal arch that the onlooker recognizes that 
Constantine … is proclaimed liberator of his country and founder of peace. No one 
would ever be illuminated by perpetual glory unless he himself or someone else 
had written. The reputation of the fool and the emperor is the same after a moderate 
period of time except where the memory of either is prolonged by the beneficence 
of writers. How many powerful kings have there been of whom there is nowhere a 
word or a thought? Therefore, there is no better counsel to those who seek glory 
than to be worthy of the greatest thanks of men of letters…. There is nothing gained 
from the excellence of their conduct, which would be enveloped in a perpetual 
darkness unless illuminated by the light of letters. Whatever favour or 
commendation is obtained elsewhere, it is just as when Echo, of whom we hear in 
fable, captures the applause of the theatre: the sound begins and ends instantly.13 

 
 
John’s conviction that it is only through writing that civilization can continue to develop and 

improve no doubt draws upon Plato’s own conception of translatio studii. But this idea might have 

been first instilled in John by his teacher Bernard of Chartres, who had taught him that men of 

letters, by building on the knowledge of their predecessors, are “borne aloft”—they do not remain 

forever children. As John describes it:  

Bernard of Chartres used to compare us to puny dwarfs perched on the shoulders 
of giants. He pointed out that we see more and farther than our predecessors, not 
because we have keener vision or greater height, but because we are lifted up and 
borne aloft on their gigantic stature.14 
 

 

Sharing the Chartrian reverence for the authority of classical antiquity, John was so 

convinced of the importance of the written record that he allegedly fabricated a classical treatise—

the so-called Institutio Traiani—in order to shroud his own originality in the guise of a revered 

                                                
13 Ibid. 
14 John of Salisbury, The Metalogicon of John of Salisbury: A Twelfth-Century Defense of the verbal and Logical Arts 

of the Trivium, ed. and trans. Daniel D. McGarry (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1962), III:4, 167.   
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auctor.15 John invokes this source, which he attributes to Plutarch, in order to provide a classical 

precedent for his “organic metaphor,” through which he accounts for the relationship of each 

member of society to the body politic using the physical organization of human anatomy as a 

template.16 Because John’s is the first-ever mention of the Institutio Traiani, and because 

subsequent writings cite it solely in reference to the Policraticus, scholars have concluded that 

John falsified the attribution. Like the Egyptian priest, John rejected learning that was perpetually 

being reset, holding supreme confidence in “learning made hoary by time.”17  

This conviction that written sources were crucial to the process of translatio studii was not 

confined to Latin scholars in the twelfth century. In fact, perhaps its most famous contemporaneous 

expression is found at the beginning of Chrétien’s second romance, Cligés.18 Here, Chrétien states 

that the knowledge of antiquity has been successfully transferred, via the written word, through 

both time and place: 

Ce nos ont nostre livre apris,  
Que Grece ot de chevalerie  
Le premier los et de clergie. 
Puis vint chevalerie a Rome 
Et de la clergie la some, 
Qui or est an France venue.19 
 
Our books have taught us that Greece was the first seat of renown of arms and 
letters. Then military prowess came to Rome, and with it, the sum of all learning, 
which has now come to France.20 
 

 

                                                
15 Hans Liebeschütz, Mediaeval Humanism in the Life and Writings of John of Salisbury (London: The Warburg 

Institute, 1950), 24. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Plato, Timaeus (trans. Stahl), 8. 
18 To give a few further examples, Wace in his Roman de Rou and Benoît de Sainte-Maure in his Roman de Troie 

likewise point to the importance of the written word in the transference of knowledge from one generation to another 
early on in their narratives. See Wace, Arthurian Chronicles: Roman De Brut, Judith Weiss, trans. (University of 
Exeter Press, 1999) and Benoît de Sainte-Maure, The Roman de Troie, trans. Glyn S. Burgess and Douglass Kelly 
(Boydell & Brewer, 2017). 

19 Wendelin Foerster, ed. Christian von Troyes: Cligés (Halle: Niemeyer, 1888), pp. 1-2 (lines 30-35). 
20 Chrétien de Troyes, Arthurian Romances (Cligés), trans. William W. Kibler (London: Penguin, 1991), 123. 



   

39 
 

Just prior to this passage, Chrétien assures us that the particular story he is about to relate was first 

“written down” in one of the books in St. Peter’s Library in Beauvais. Because the book is very 

old, it is “all the more worthy of belief.”21 Furthermore, according to Chrétien, it is through such 

books that “we learn of the deeds of ancient peoples and of bygone days.”22  

While Chrétien understands the importance of perching his narratives on the shoulders of 

written sources, he also believes that his works, in being committed to the physical page, will 

themselves play a part in the translatio process. Near the beginning of his first romance, Erec et 

Enide, Chrétien assures us that the story “will be in memory for evermore, as long as Christendom 

lasts.”23 And in Cligés, he expresses his hope that chivalry and learning be “maintained”—that 

“the glory in France may never leave.”24 Thus, like records kept safely in the Egyptian temples, or 

the inscriptions on triumphal arches, Chrétien, by writing down his stories, ensured that his tales 

of great deeds and rulers would likewise escape the grasp of “forgetfulness which deceives 

knowledge,” thus enduring for posterity.25 

Chrétien’s eagerness to situate his stories within a written tradition might seem a medieval 

commonplace. However, as John of Salisbury relates in his Metalogicon, to place such value upon 

written sources of the past was by no means universal among twelfth-century intellectuals. In fact, 

from the beginning of his educational treatise, John vociferously rails against certain Parisian 

scholars, whom he collectively calls “Cornificians,” for prizing their own ingenuity over the 

wisdom of those who had come before.26 Among such intellectuals: 

                                                
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid., 37 
24 Ibid., 123. 
25 John, Policraticus (trans. Nederman), Prologue: 3. 
26 According to Daniel D. McGarry, John named this group of scholars after the detractor of Vergil mentioned in 

Donatus’s Vita Vergilianae; cf. Vitae Vergilianae, F. Brummer, ed., (Leipzig, 1912), 30 ff. (see McGarry 
“Educational Theory in the Metalogicon of John of Salisbury,” Speculum 23/4 [1948]: 659–675). Cedric Giraud 
and Constant Mews claim that Cornificius is “clearly a literary fiction rather than a specific individual” (see “John 
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poets and historians were held in disrepute, and anyone who devoted himself to the 
labours of the ancients won a black mark, and was universally ridiculed as not 
merely slower than an Arcadian ass but duller than lead or stone. For everyone was 
obsessed by his own inventions or those of his teacher. But even this was not 
allowed for long, since the members of the audiences themselves within a short 
space of time were bundled on by the pressure of their fellows in error and, spurning 
what they had heard from their teachers, themselves hammered out and established 
new schools.27 
 

Because these so-called Cornificians had no respect for the writings of the ancients, John, no doubt 

recalling Critias’s story in the Timaeus, deems them “boys in understanding”—children who 

propagate mere “fables and other fatuities.”28 Along these same lines, Chrétien, by grounding his 

second romance in a written work of the past, is able to signify that his stories are much more than 

mere “fables.”29 He thereby shows himself not to be merely “obsessed by his own inventions.”30  

Chrétien is careful in Cligés to remove himself from the likes of the Cornificians by basing 

his narrative in written tradition. Similarly, in his previous romance he had sought to distinguish 

himself from storytellers who transmit their tales orally. Indeed, near the beginning of Erec et 

Enide, Chrétien emphasizes the crucial distinction between oral and written narration, assuring us 

that this work, in being committed to parchment, avoids errors and frivolities: “This is the tale of 

Erec, son of Lac, which those who try to live by storytelling customarily mangle and corrupt before 

kings and counts.”31 In this way, Chrétien removes himself from the circle of oral narrators. He is 

a writer, not a mere performer, and his works are not superficial fatuities, but purveyors of 

                                                
of Salisbury and the Schools of the Twelfth Century” in A Companion to John of Salisbury, Christopher Grellard 
and Frédérique Lachaud, ed. [Leiden: Brill, 2015], 31–63—quotation on 48). 

27 John of Salisbury, Metalogicon, ed. and trans. J.B. Hall and J.P. Haseldine (Turnhout: Brepols, 2013), I:5, 
136. 

28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Chrétien de Troyes, Arthurian Romances (Erec and Enide), trans. Carleton W. Carroll (London: Penguin, 1991), 

37. 
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philosophical and ethical truths.32 Chrétien underscores this intent by beginning this first romance 

with an exhortation to serious reflection: 

Li vilains dit an son respit 
que tel chose a l’an an despit 
qui molt valt mialz que l’an ne cuide; 
por ce fet bien qui son estuide… 
car qui son estuide antrelait, 
tost i puet tel chose teisir 
qui molt vandroit puis a pleisir. 
Por ce dist Crestïens de Troies 
que reisons est que totevoies 
doit chascuns panswer et antandre 
a bien dire et a bien aprandre, 
et tret d’un conte d’avanture 
une molt bele conjointure, 
par qu’an puet prover et savoir  
que cil ne fet mie savoir 
que s’escïence n’abandone 
tant con Dex la grasce l’an done.33 
 
The peasant in his proverb says that one might find oneself holding in contempt 
something that is worth much more than one believes; therefore a man does well to 
make good use of his learning …, for he who neglects his learning may easily keep 
silent something that would later give much pleasure. And so Chrétien de Troyes 
says that it is reasonable for everyone to think and strive in every way to speak well 
and to teach well, and from a tale of adventure he draws a beautifully ordered 
composition that clearly proves that a man does not act intelligently if he does not 
give free rein to his knowledge for as long as God gives him the grace to do so.34   
 

In the above passage, Chrétien is urging us to study widely, for even something that might seem 

“trivial”—such as a “tale of adventure”—is capable of inspiring not just pleasure, but also can 

serve as a vehicle for philosophical and ethical instruction. It is interesting to note that this 

confidence in the ability of fictive narratives to convey deeper meanings resonates with John’s 

                                                
32 For a discussion of the implications of Chrétien removing himself from the circle of professional storytellers, see 

Donald Maddox’s Structure and Sacring: The Systematic Kingdom in Chrétien’s Erec et Enide (Lexington, KY: 
French Forum, 1978), 14–25. 

33 Chrétien de Troyes, Erec et Enide, ed. and trans. Carleton W. Carroll (New York & London: Garland, 1987), p. 2 
(lines 1-18). 

34 Chrétien, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 37 (emphasis added).  
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comment in the Policraticus about what Cicero believed, namely that even though poets might 

traffic in trivial embellishments, they still inspire virtue in the reader: poets “make their way amid 

dangers which threaten character, with the intention of securing a foothold for virtue.”35 

Reciprocally, Chrétien—the poet of the romance—hopes to do the same via his written 

compositions. As he assures us, his first tale of adventure, although wrapped in fantastical 

trimmings, is “worth much more than one believes.” 

C.  THE PURPOSE OF TRANSLATIO STUDII AS EXPRESSED BY JOHN AND CHRÉTIEN:  
 “AD CORRECTIONEM ET ERUDITIONEM REGUM”36 
 

The above discussion establishes that both John and Chrétien duly heeded the admonitions 

in Plato’s Timaeus in that they understood the importance of the written word in the transmission 

and advancement of both knowledge and virtue. While drawing such a connection allows one to 

comprehend why Chrétien would desire to write down his stories rather than to communicate them 

orally, it might also, in a more far-reaching sense, allow us to discern Chrétien’s purpose in 

composing his romances in the first place. To John of Salisbury, the purpose of translatio studii is 

clear: it is a “remedy for human infirmity” by transmitting the “examples of our ancestors, which 

are incitements and inducements to virtue.”37 Further, it illuminates the “excellent conduct” of 

“powerful kings” so that those actions which “would be enveloped in a perpetual darkness unless 

illuminated by the light of letters,” might be emulated by future generations.38 That Chrétien had 

a similar intention for his romances, or at least that they were perceived by his audiences in this 

way, can be elucidated from an examination of the manuscript sources.  

                                                
35 Ibid., 248. 
36 Quote by Peter of Blois (PL 207: 46C) cited in C. Stephen Jaeger, The Origins of Courtliness: Civilizing Trends and 

the Formation of Courtly Ideals 939–1210 (University of Pennsylvania Press, 1985), 213.  
37 John, Policraticus (trans. Nederman), Prologue, 3. 
38 Ibid. 
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Dated around the first quarter of the thirteenth century, the manuscript Paris, BN, MS f. fr. 

1450 is the earliest extant collection containing all five of Chrétien’s romances. Of particular 

interest for our purpose is its selection of texts, which, in addition to the works just mentioned, 

includes two romances of antiquity i.e., Roman de Troie, Roman d’Ênéas, and Wace’s Roman de 

Brut. By placing Chrétien’s romances among the Matter of Antiquity (Roman de Troie and 

d’Ênéas), along with the pseudo-historical genealogical account of the kings of Britain (Roman de 

Brut), the compiler of this manuscript evidently did not consider Chrétien’s works to be mere 

fictive constructions, but rather “subsumed [them] under the historiographical content of the 

manuscript collection.”39 Indeed, the manuscript scribe seamlessly intercalates Chrétien’s 

romances within Wace’s Roman de Brut, which suggests that the two accounts together are 

intended to comprise a sequential narrative of the kings of Britain. Seen in this light, Chrétien’s 

romances, at least for the audience of MS f. fr. 1450, would not have been considered mere legends 

based on fabrications of the author. They represented historical—or at least pseudo-historical—

accounts that fit within the context of the Brut. Thus, by rooting his works in the translatio 

tradition, Chrétien ensured that his romances would be seen as faithfully recounting what the 

Egyptian priest in Plato’s Timaeus called the “many great and wonderful deeds” of the past.40  

As will be shown in the next two chapters, these early chivalric stories, based putatively in 

historical events, would accomplish exactly what John intended translatio studii to achieve via the 

written word. For according to John, the transference of knowledge from one empire to another 

should represent an “incitement and inducement to virtue” and an illumination of “excellent 

                                                
39 Levilson C. Reis, “Clergie, Clerkly Studium, and the Medieval Literary History of Chrétien De Troyes’s Romances,” 

The Modern Language Review 106/3 (2011): 689. 
40 This quote is from the Egyptian Priest in Plato’s Timaeus concerning the ancient learning that had been preserved 

in the Egyptian temples due to written records, but lost to the Athenians. Plato, Timaeus, trans. Benjamin Jowett 
(The Echo Library), 75.  
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[monarchical] conduct” for future generations.41 And, as Chapter 4 illustrates, just as John relied 

on his auctores to further conceptions of social duty and rulership, Chrétien’s reliance on writings 

of the past had a similar goal, which is specifically outlined in his first romance. By situating 

himself within this translatio tradition, Chrétien established that his works would not only record 

the “many great and wonderful deeds” of the “powerful kings” of yore, but also would inspire 

future rulers to engage in similar conduct.42 This intent of our romance author is corroborated by 

Peter of Blois (c. 1130–c. 1211), an eminent French cleric, theologian, poet, and diplomat, who 

claimed that the primary purpose of courtly clerics, the “architects of chivalry,” was the “correcting 

and instructing of kings” (ad correctionem et eruditionem regum).43   

 
II. Plato’s Timaeus and Fabulous Narrative: Veiling Philosophical Truths 
 

By emphasizing the transmission of the written word from the ancients to the moderns, 

Chrétien situates his works within a historiographical tradition. According to our romance author, 

ancient books preserve “the deeds of ancient peoples and of bygone days,” and he intends this 

tradition, in the spirit of Plato and John, to endure as indelible “triumphal arches” through his own 

written corpus.44  

That Chrétien wanted his audience to accept his romances as conveyors of historical truth 

might be perplexing, considering the dream-like aura that envelops his narratives. Chrétien himself 

was worried, in fact, that the fantastical atmosphere of his stories might cause his readers to reject 

the historical veracity of his narratives. Thus, at the beginning of his second romance, Cligés, he 

assures us that the source which contains the “true story” is “very old,” and therefore “all the more 

                                                
41 John, Policraticus (trans. Nederman), Prologue, 3. 
42 Plato, Timaeus (trans. Benjamin Jowett), 75 and John, Policraticus (trans. Nederman), 3. 
43 Peter of Blois, Opera Omnia. PL 207: 46C, from Jaeger, Origins of Courtliness, 213. 
44 Chrétien, Cligés, 123, and John of Salisbury, Policraticus (trans. Nederman), 3. 
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worthy of belief.”45 This tension that Chrétien acknowledges between fantasy and historical 

accuracy has strong resonances with the Timaeus. Indeed, Critias’s “ancient myth” is rife with 

assurances that the tales being related, although smacking of fantasy, are historically accurate. 

Before beginning the tale, Critias is concerned that his story will not be believed, and thus makes 

a point to assure Socrates that his narrative, “though strange,” is “certainly true.”46 This theme 

continues to punctuate the Timaeus, as for example when the Egyptian priest relates to Solon how 

various disasters have stymied the development of a written tradition in Athens, vowing that the 

tale may have “the air of a fable, but it is true.”47 Likewise, Socrates, after hearing Critias’s myth, 

eagerly sanctions it, claiming that it is “neither invented fiction nor fable, but a true story.”48  

If Chrétien, like Critias, wanted his audience to believe that his narratives accurately 

relayed great events and deeds of the past, one must then wonder why he would give them an “air 

of a fable” by shrouding them in the fantastical. Surely he could have penned historically factual, 

or at least realistic, stories that were not embellished with magical fountains or enchanted gardens, 

for example. So why the fabulous? Chrétien helps to answer this question at the end of Erec et 

Enide. Here, he points to the fifth-century Roman commentator, Macrobius, who had famously 

opined in his commentary on Cicero’s Somnium Scipionis, that although narratives might be gilded 

in the fantastical, this is merely a veil—an integumentum—that protects the kernel of truth lying 

beneath. Macrobius remarks in his commentary that those who traffic in fabulous narratives do so:  

because they realize that a frank, open exposition of herself is distasteful to Nature, 
who, just as she has withheld an understanding of herself from the uncouth senses 
of men by enveloping herself in variegated garments, has also desired to have her 
secrets handled by more prudent individuals through fabulous narratives. 
Accordingly, her sacred rites are veiled in mysterious representations so that she 
may not have to show herself even to initiates. Only eminent men of superior 

                                                
45 Chrétien, Cligés, 123. 
46 Plato, Timaeus (trans. Jowett), 20e. 
47 Quote from Plato’s Timaeus (22d) translated in Murray, From Plato to Lancelot, 21. 
48 Plato’s Timaeus (26e) translation in Murray, From Plato to Lancelot, 22. 
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intelligence gain a revelation of her truths; the others must be drawn to venerate her 
by the agency of those figurae which protect her secrets from debasement.49   
 
As we will see, Chrétien fully subscribed to Macrobius’s notion that a fictive veil is 

necessary to protect nature’s secrets and sacred philosophical truths from debasement. Indeed, 

Chrétien tells us at the beginning of Erec et Enide that he intends his romances to represent much 

more than mere “tales of adventure,” urging his readers to consider the philosophical and ethical 

truths that lay beneath. But Chrétien does not provide a “frank, open exposition of them,” which 

would be “distasteful to Nature.” Rather, he garbs them in a fantastical veil so that only those of a 

“superior intelligence gain a revelation of her truths.”50  

The connection that Macrobius draws between literature and Nature represents an 

important strand of Chartrian thought, and was conditioned primarily by the cosmology of the 

Timeaus. Before examining the effect this Neo-Platonic tradition had on literary and hermeneutical 

theories, however, it is necessary first to outline briefly what Plato’s dialogue says about the natural 

universe and its organization.  

A.  THE COSMOLOGY OF THE TIMAEUS: A BRIEF OVERVIEW 
 
 

According to Wetherbee, three characteristics proved foundational to Platonic cosmology 

as it was propagated throughout the Middle Ages: 1) that the physical universe is a coherent whole, 

or “cosmos;” 2) that it reflects an ideal model; 3) that God’s act of creating the world was an 

expression of His goodness.51 Concomitant with these conceptions was the Greek notion of 

microcosm and macrocosm, such that the part (microcosm) reflects the whole (macrocosm), and 

                                                
49 Macrobius, Commentary on the Dream of Scipio, 86. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Plato’s cosmology was transmitted throughout the Middle Ages largely through Calcidius’s commentary on the 

Timaeus, Martianus Capella’s De nuptiis Philologiae et Mercurii, Macrobius’s commentary on Cicero’s Somnium 
Scipionis, the philosophical treatises of Apuleius, the Hermetic “Asclepius,” and Boethius’s “O Qui perpetua” in 
his Consolation of Philosophy (Wetherbee, Platonism and Poetry in the Twelfth Century, 30). 
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vice versa. In this way, it was thought that the components of the temporal world reflected a higher 

divine and cosmic order.  

Due to their reliance on these cornerstones of Platonic cosmology, Chartrian scholars were 

confident that close study of the physical world could point one to divine wisdom and truth. Such 

assurance in the natural world is what led William of Conches (c. 1080–1154)—a cosmologist and 

natural philosopher—to posit that the material universe was a coherent cosmos, “informed by soul” 

and modeled on an ideal archetype.52 As such, according to William, “in the creation of things, 

divine power, wisdom, and goodness are beheld.”53  

This optimism in the ability of nature to elicit divine truths impacted the theological, 

philosophical, and political worldviews of both John of Salisbury and Chrétien de Troyes. It 

conditioned their views on such pivotal issues as humanity’s relation to God, its role and place in 

the material universe, and the ultimate purpose of temporal communities.54 This Platonic view of 

the universe, however, just as strongly influenced their literary theories, especially with regard to 

the role that poetry and allegory could play in pointing one to both mundane and spiritual truths.  

B.  PLATONIC COSMOLOGY AND LITERARY THEORY: READING THE UNIVERSE “ALLEGORICALLY” 
 

Steeped in the Neo-Platonic conception that man’s physical form as microcosm reflected 

the organization of the natural world, cosmic order, and divine wisdom, Chartrian intellectuals 

held that temporal and spiritual worlds lay on a fluid continuum. By extension, man, nature, and 

divinity were bound together in a complex of affinities, such that natural laws, moral laws, and 

theological doctrine alike formed a continuous gradient, between which scholars could effortlessly 

                                                
52 Wetherbee, “Philosophy, Cosmology and the Twelfth-Century Renaissance,” in A History of Twelfth-Century 

Western Philosophy, ed. Peter Dronke (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 25. 
53 William, Glosae super Platonem, ed. E. Jeauneau (Paris, 1965), 60; Quoted in Wetherbee, “Philosophy, 

Cosmology,…,” 25. 
54 These particular issues will be discussed in Chapters 3 and 4. 
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shift. Followers of this Neo-Platonic persuasion thus viewed the universe as a divinely ordered and 

coherent entity—a template that could be “read allegorically.” And this stance provided poets with 

a trove of analogies that they could draw between “actual and ideal, physical and psychological 

nature,” as well as natural and divine order.55 For just as Chartrian thinkers viewed the physical 

world as a “covering” that reflected and elucidated various levels of philosophical and theological 

truths, they likewise saw fabulous narratives as representing veils elucidating deeper meanings 

lying beneath the surface. In other words, the strata of the cosmos correlated with levels of meaning 

in language: the visible world was to the divinity of the cosmos as literary fictions were to their 

underlying significance.56 Such a connection between literary works and the natural world is 

precisely what Macrobius was attempting to emphasize in his excerpt quoted above. Just as the 

secrets of the cosmos are prudently veiled by the “variegated garments” of Nature, so do “fabulous 

narratives” prudently veil philosophical truths. 

Such Neo-Platonic conceptions informed the work of many twelfth-century poets, 

including Thierry of Chartres, Bernardus Silvestris, and Alain de Lille. These Chartrian figures 

not only explored in their works the relationship between humanity, nature, and the divine, but 

simultaneously employed poetic allegory to cloak the hidden significance that lay below.57 

Furthermore, these poets consistently conflated the natural organization of the universe with the 

organization of their literary compositions by drawing correspondences between levels of 

cosmological being with levels of literary meaning. Such devices were perhaps nowhere more 

extensively employed than in the works of Thierry of Chartres, teacher of John of Salisbury and a 

devoted disciple of Plato’s Timaeus. Thierry believed that the universe consists of a “system of 

                                                
55 Wetherbee, Platonism and Poetry in the Twelfth Century, 36. 
56 Ibid., 37. 
57 Ibid., 35. 
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divine enfolding (complicatio) and unfolding (explicatio),” in which levels of cosmological order 

are equivalent to varying degrees of human discourse.58 Thus, the explicatio of a highly layered 

literary work becomes more than a mere unfolding of a text. Because textual and cosmological 

layers of meaning are intimately related, the systematic unveiling of textual layers not only 

uncovers the semantic complexities, but simultaneously discloses the layers of a “densely 

composed world.”59  

The intimate connection that Thierry draws between language, the natural organization of 

the cosmos, and even divine wisdom, is clarified if one considers Thierry’s view that all being 

stems indivisibly from names or vocabulum. This idea is clearly outlined in one of his Lectiones: 

Form and name accompany each other. The form cannot exist without the name. 
From the same source as each thing has its form, it also has its name. Otherwise it 
could not exist. Names indeed give things their being. Something is a man because 
it is called “man,” an animal because it is called “animal.” And so with the rest… 
For the names were united in the divine mind from eternity even before the 
imposing of them by human beings. Later man imposed them on the things with 
which they were united in the divine mind.60  

 
By equating language with material forms, and by placing their provenance in the mind of God, 

Thierry draws an inextricable web between language, nature, and the divine.  

This intricate network can be seen at play in Thierry’s Tractatus de sex dierum operibus, 

which relates the six days of creation as it simultaneously “explicates” that process through 

language.61 Peter Dronke put it this way: 

Again, if forms and names are conjoined in the way Thierry believes, can we not 
say that the Tractatus is concerned with explication in two senses – the “unfolding” 
of the universe, and the “explication” of that unfolding in human language? 

                                                
58 Jon Whitman, “Twelfth-century allegory: philosophy and imagination,” in The Cambridge Companion to Allegory, 

ed. Rita Copeland and Peter T. Struck (Cambridge University Press, 2010), 104. 
59 Ibid. 
60 Thierry’s Lectiones II 52f (pp. 172f) translated in Peter Dronke’s “Thierry of Chartres,” in A History of Twelfth-

Century Western Philosophy, 373 (emphasis added). 
61 For a full translation of Thierry’s Tractatus, see De sex dierum operibus, in Commentaries on Boethius by Thierry 

of Chartres and his School, ed. N.M. Häring (Toronto: Brepols, 1971). 
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Thierry’s verbal explication imitates the cosmogonic unfolding, just as the human 
artist imitates the divine one.62 

 
While the intricacies of how Thierry manages to conflate language with material form and 

divine wisdom lie beyond the scope of this study, his overarching idea is clear.63 He believed that 

language, cosmological being, and the divine formed an inextricable one, and he managed, through 

his works, to illustrate this interweaving of entities concretely. 

This intertwining of textual and cosmic organization was not limited to Latin literature. In 

fact, Chrétien’s first romance, Erec et Enide, is rife with details of compositional structure that 

correspond to hidden meanings of the narrative, and also correlate—almost uncannily—to the 

physics of the material universe.64 As noted above, Chrétien admonishes his readers from the very 

beginning of the romance not to dismiss a work at face value, but to delve deeper into it, lest they 

completely miss the concealed truths underlying the surface. As he puts it, “the peasant in his 

proverb says that one might find oneself holding in contempt something that is worth much more 

than one believes.”65 

Chrétien’s injunction is justified. For these seemingly fabulous narratives conceal far 

greater depths than one might suspect.66  Through a detailed textual analysis, Joan Helm, in an 

article entitled “Nature’s Marvel: Enide as Earth Measure in an Early Arthurian Manuscript,” 

reveals just how rich the narrative’s organization actually is. Her argument makes it readily 

apparent that Chrétien, like Thierry of Chartres, was dedicated to the idea that the structure and 

complexities of language, the physical universe, and divine wisdom are inseparably connected.  

                                                
62 Peter Dronke, History of Twelfth-Century Western Philosophy, 374. 
63 For a detailed analysis of Thierry’s Tractatus, see ibid., 368–374.  
64 Joan Helm, “Nature’s Marvel: Enide as Earth Measure in an Early Arthurian Manuscript,” Quondam et Futurus 1/3 

(1991): 1-24. 
65 Chretien, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 37. 
66 Helm, “Nature’s Marvel: Enide as Earth Measure in an Early Arthurian Manuscript,” 11. 
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Using the early thirteenth-century “Guiot” manuscript as her basis, Helm finds that “the 

scribe Guiot created a structural design for his manuscript, in perfect harmony with the 

philosophical symbolism of his narrative.”67 Helm substantiates these claims by adducing manifold 

examples that attach a numerological significance between specific lines in the poem and certain 

universal quantities (including the diameter, circumference, and radii of the earth and moon).68 

Helm’s account of the narrative’s structural design revolves around Enide, the eponymous 

heroine of the romance—and rightly so. For when Chrétien first introduces Enide to his readers 

(an appearance delayed until line 396 of the poem), she is presented as Nature’s most beautiful 

work—her pinnacle creation: 

Molt estoit la pucele gente, 
car tote i ot mise s’antante 
Nature, qui fete l’avoit. 
Ele meïsmes s’an estoit 
plus de cinc cenz foiz mervelliee 
comant une sole foiee 
tant bele chose fere sot,  
car puis tant pener ne se pot 
qu’ele poïst son essanplaire69 
 
The maiden was very beautiful, for Nature, who had made her, had concentrated all 
her skill on the task. Nature herself had marveled more than five hundred times as 
to how on this one occasion she had been able to make such a beautiful thing for 
since then, try as she might, she had never been able to duplicate.70    

 
In deeming Enide as Nature’s most prized creation, Chrétien illustrates her identification 

with the created universe. This correlation is only strengthened when one considers the overall 

narrative structure of the work. First introducing Enide as Nature’s beloved (line 396), Chrétien 

again connects Enide with Nature in line 3960, where she veils her face to Sir Kay in order to 

                                                
67 Ibid., 2. 
68 For the specific examples, see Joan Helm, “Nature’s Marvel: Enide as Earth Measure in an Early Arthurian 

Manuscript,” 1-24. 
69 Chrétien de Troyes, Erec et Enide (ed. Carroll), pp. 19-20 (lines 411-419). 
70 Chrétien, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 42. 
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conceal her true identity—an episode that is strikingly reminiscent of Macrobius’s famous claim 

that “a frank, open exposition herself is distasteful to Nature … her sacred mysteries are veiled in 

mysterious representation:”71 

Et la dame par grant veidie, 
por ce qu’ele ne voloit mie 
qu’il la coneüst ne veïst, 
ausi con s’ele le feïst  
por le chaut ou por la poudriere, 
mist sa guinple devant sa chiere.72 

 
And the lady very cleverly put her wimple over her face, just as she would have 
done to protect herself from heat or dust, because she did not want Kay to see or 
recognize her.73  

 
Enide—the best that Nature could produce—is careful to conceal her identity by a veil, but it is 

not only a physical garment that masks Enide’s secrets, for the structure of the text itself serves to 

cover the mysteries of the physical universe. Indeed, the line number in which Enide conceals 

herself (3960) coincides exactly with the radius of the earth as measured in what we now know as 

British Imperial miles. Thus, performing this act at that exact moment in the text, Enide shrouds 

not only her face, but also a “sacred mystery” of nature—a secret that only “men of superior 

intelligence” can discover.74 

By pointing to several further text-lines connecting the poem’s philosophical meaning with 

measurements of the universe, Helm shows that Chrétien’s compositional structure was not 

randomly conceived.75 This evidence indicates that in deconstructing levels of meaning, one 

concurrently unlocks levels of the cosmos, thus suggesting that what Thierry of Chartres had 

achieved in the sacred, Latinate realm, Chrétien was accomplishing in the secular, vernacular one. 

                                                
71 Macrobius, Commentary on the Dream of Scipio, 86. 
72 Chrétien de Troyes, Erec et Enide (ed. Carroll), p. 174 (lines 3933-3938). 
73 Chrétien, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 86. 
74 Quote from Macrobius, Commentary on the Dream of Scipio, 86. 
75 For the specific examples, see Joan Helm, “Nature’s Marvel: Enide as Earth Measure in an Early Arthurian 

Manuscript,” 1-24. 
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C.   INTERPRETING THE AUCTORES ALLEGORICALLY: THE CHARTRIAN INTERPRETATION OF 
AENEID BOOKS I–VI 

 
The tendency of both Latin and vernacular works stemming from the Chartrian school to 

explore the interplay between narrative structure, material form, and philosophical meaning, was 

mirrored in a tendency to apply those same yardsticks to the beloved auctores of antiquity. Indeed, 

as their various commentaries on classical sources betray, Chartrian intellectuals were wholly 

convinced that ancient poets and philosophers had cloaked their most profound insights in subtle 

allegories, Delphic etymologies, and elaborate fables.76 This notion is clearly outlined in John of 

Salisbury’s poem Entheticus. While not an allegorist himself, John—like his teacher Thierry of 

Chartres—was an avid proponent of the fictive veil. For example, John, in the passage provided 

below, intimates in no uncertain terms that the “ancients” intentionally concealed truth under a 

poetic mantle in order to protect sacred things (arcana). 

But truths lie concealed under the veil of words. 
Truths lie concealed, covered under various figures; 
For public laws forbid that sacred things be made public. 
Therefore the ancients veiled these things under appropriate figures, that 
faith might be able to acquire merit. 
For things hidden are pleasing, things grow cheap when known to the 
common public, which thinks that what it can understand is of no value. 
Sometimes the deception of words may cover up something true; 
As long as the truth is there under the surface, the figure remains true. 
It is false indeed in the appearance of the word, yet trustworthy in the mind, 
since it causes faith to dwell in hidden things.  
How a hidden thing may be concealed under a false image,  
That is a question; this is what Furvus and Capella teach.77 

 
John’s confidence that his auctores were treasure-troves of hidden truths and moral instruction is 

evident on nearly every page of the Policraticus. As his own treatment of ancient sources time and 

again reveals, John firmly believed that the purpose of studying these classical authorities is for 

                                                
76 Wetherbee, Platonism and Poetry…, 37. 
77 Ibid., 117-118. 
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the inculcation of ethical principles for the “health of the body and soul.”78 In Book VIII of 

Policraticus, John reiterates the idea that the hallowed truths of the ancients are “protected” by 

textual subterfuges, such that they can only be revealed by a “faithful mind.”79 Here John urges his 

readers to delve diligently into Virgil’s Aeneid, for only those who devote their “activities to the 

investigation of the meaning of authors” are able to discern “the mysteries of philosophic moral 

perfection” that are concealed “in the gossamer of poetic fancy.”80  

In viewing the ancients—specifically Virgil—allegorically, John was following a well-

trodden path, for his Chartrian colleagues were equally concerned with analyzing literary works 

of the ancients in the hopes of uncovering philosophical truth. And the classical source that appears 

to have garnered the greatest attention among this circle was in fact Virgil’s Aeneid, particularly 

Books I-VI.81 This strand of Virgilian reception is most prominently manifested in the expansive 

twelfth-century commentary on the poem that scholars have traditionally attributed to Bernardus 

Silvestris82—a Neo-Platonic philosopher working within the Chartrian tradition.83 While not 

                                                
78 John of Salisbury, Frivolities of Courtiers and Footprints of Philosophers: Being a Translation of the First, Second, 

and Third Books and Selections from the Seventh and Eighth Books of the Policraticus of John of Salisbury, trans. 
Joseph B. Pike (Minneapolis: The University of Minnesota Press, 1938), VII: 9, 246. 

79 Ibid., 404. 
80 Ibid.. 
81 Seth Lerer, “John of Salisbury’s Virgil,” Vivarium 20/1 (1982): 25. In addition to the Aeneid, Plato’s Timaeus and 

Martianus Capella’s De nuptiis were also frequently subject to such “integumental” interpretation; Wetherbee, 
Platonism and Poetry in the Twelfth Century, 152. 

82 The so-called Silvestris commentary is largely derivative of the fifth-century commentaries by Latin scholar Fabius 
Fulgentius (Expositio continentiae Virgilianae secundum philosophos moralis) and grammarian Maurus Servius 
Honoratus (Vergilii Aeneidem commentarii). Christopher Baswell, “The Medieval Allegorization of the ‘Aeneid’: 
MS Cambridge, Peterhouse 158” Traditio 1985, 181–237. 

83 Just as is the case with nearly all scholars traditionally associated with the so-called School of Chartres, Silvestris’s 
connection with this particular institution has proven equally precarious. However, one can confidently argue that 
many of his works do in fact align closely with those scholars identified with the Chartrian outlook (including 
William of Conches, Thierry of Chartres, and John of Salisbury). Indeed, Mark Kauntze, in Authority and Imitation: 
A Study of the Cosmographis of Bernardus Silvestris, for example, argues that scholars’ tendency to associate 
Bernardus Silvestris with the School of Chartres has “tended to deflect attention away from the city where he is in 
fact known to have taught, namely Tours.” Even so, Kauntze acknowledges that it cannot be denied that his writings 
do share “important affinities” with those typically attributed to the Chartrian school. Mark Kauntze, Authority and 
Imitation: A Study of the Cosmographia of Bernard Silvestris (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 15-16. It must also be noted 
that the question as to whether Silvestris was the actual author of this commentary has been a topic of intense debate 
in the historiography. For a fairly detailed discussion of this discourse, see Kauntze, Authority and Imitation, 27–
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definitively proven, it is likely that this interpretation of Virgil’s poem formed the basis for John’s 

own exegesis, which proves analogous in many respects.84 While largely derivative of B. Silv.’s 

interpretation, John’s version does in fact depart from the former’s in subtle but significant ways.85 

And as we shall see below in Chapter 4, John’s augmented explication of the first six books of 

Virgil’s poem seems to be the interpretation that Chrétien, too, adopts and follows in Erec et Enide.  

 

 
 

                                                
31. See also for example, The Commentary on the First Six Books of the Aeneid commonly Attributed to Bernard 
Silvestris, ed. Julian Ward Jones and Elizabeth Frances Jones (Lincoln,  Neb.: University of Nebraska Press, 1977), 
ix–xi.  For the sake of convenience, this thesis will henceforth employ the phrase “‘Silvestris commentary” when 
referring to the work, and “B. Silv”, when referring to the author. 

84 See Chapter 3 for a discussion of several of these similarities. Peter Dronke argues that John of Salisbury’s 
attribution in Policraticus VIII:24 to the unnamed author of the Aeneid commentary parallels his description of the 
author of Mathematicus, which has also been attributed to Bernard. Peter Dronke, “Bernardo Silvestre,” in 
Encyclopedia Virgiliana, ed. F della Corte, 5 vols. (Rome: Istituto della Enciclopedia Italiana, 1984–1990), I: 497–
500. J.W. Jones argues, on the other hand that John was not directly influenced by the so-called Silvestris 
commentary because his commentary differs in several respects to that of Bernard’s. As Chapter 3 will demonstrate, 
however, these differences had more perhaps to do with intentional modifications due to differing leanings and 
interests more than a complete ignorance of the Silvestris commentary; Julian Ward Jones, Jr. “The So-Called 
Silvestris Commentary on the Aeneid and Two Other Interpretations,” Speculum 46/4 (1989): 835–848. 

85 For further scholarly discussion linking Bernardus Silvestris’s commentary with that of John of Salisbury, see E.R. 
Smits, “New Evidence for the Authorship of the Commentary on the First Six Books of Virgil’s Eneid Commonly 
Attributed to Bernardus Silvestris,” in Non nova, sed nove, ed. Martin Gasman and Jaap van Os (Groningen, 1984), 
239–46.  
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Chapter 3 
 

John of Salisbury’s “Mirror for Princes”: 
Classical Conceptions of Rulership 

 
 

This chapter examines John of Salisbury’s interpretation of the Aeneid, Books I-VI, using 

the “Silvestris commentary” as a basis for comparison. The discussion will show how John’s 

interpretation deviates from its immediate predecessor, and that its modifications are fully in 

accordance with his educational, ethical, and political values. Thus, John’s brief commentary on 

the Aeneid, found in Policraticus (Book VII, Chapters 24 and 25) serves as a case study for 

considering his broader theories, including his views on political authority, personal virtue, the 

purpose of a liberal-arts education, and the relationship between secular and sacred authority. Of 

particular importance is the path that John outlines for earthly rulers—a trajectory outlined perhaps 

nowhere more clearly than in his Aeneid commentary, but which occupies his attention throughout 

his political and educational treatises. Indeed, the Policraticus can be seen as belonging generally 

to the genre of “mirror for princes,” i.e., political writings intended as didactic manuals to provide 

models of kingship. As will be seen throughout this chapter, classical auctores, notably Cicero and 

Plato, serve as John’s faithful muses, breathing invigorating life into nearly every sentence our 

theorist pens.   

 
I.  The Silvestris Commentary: Contemplation of the Invisible 
 
 

Before delving into the ways in which John departs from B. Silv.’s earlier commentary on 

the Aeneid, it is necessary first to outline the latter’s narrative. In accordance with the Chartrian 

hermeneutical tradition, which placed a high confidence in the power of allegory to veil 

philosophical truth, B. Silv. held that Virgil’s Aeneid did not merely recount an entertaining story, 
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but simultaneously divulged a deeper meaning. Using the much earlier (fifth-century) commentary 

of the poem by Fabius Fulgentius as his literary inspiration, B. Silv. posits that Virgil’s ultimate 

purpose for the Aeneid was to describe, via its protagonist’s journey, “what the human soul, placed 

for a time in a human body, achieves and undergoes.”1 As such, Aeneas represents the typical 

human spirit—an “everyman,” as it were, with each successive book of the poem symbolizing one 

stage of a man’s physical growth, along with his moral character and psyche.2 B. Silv. interprets 

these stages as follows:  

Table 3.1: The 6 Stages of Man’s Physical Maturity as Outlined in the Silvestris Commentary on 
Books I-VI of the Aeneid. 
 

Book I  Infancy 
Book II  Boyhood 
Book III  Adolescence 
Book IV  Early manhood 
Book V  Full virility 
Book VI  Descent to the inferi 

 
 
Relying on etymology and analogy to sustain his allegorical reading, B. Silv. illustrates 

how the first four books of the poem explore the human spirit’s struggle against its carnal senses 

and temptations. Aeneas’s struggle with worldly desires culminates in Book IV, where, engrossed 

in “hunting and love,” his rational senses become wholly eclipsed by lust and earthly pleasures. 

Due to Mercury’s admonitions, however, Aeneas manages, by the end of this book, to abandon 

the “debilitating flame” embodied by Dido. Having thus progressed, according to B. Silv., beyond 

his fleshly passions, Aeneas is able to compete in the games described in Book V, representing 

training in temperance, prudence, and fortitude.3   

                                                
1 Winthrop Wetherbee, Platonism and Poetry in the Twelfth Century (Trenton, New Jersey: Princeton University 

Press, 1972), 106. 
2 Julian Ward Jones, Jr. “A Twelfth-Century Interpretation of Virgil,” Vergilius 28 (1982): 51. 
3 Wetherbee, Platonism and Poetry, 107. 
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B. Silv’s commentary on Books I–V serves essentially as a prelude to his exegetical reading 

of Book VI. For it is in this section that the commentator applies his most detailed etymological 

and analogical analyses in an attempt to demonstrate how Virgil reveals his most profound 

philosophical truth through Aeneas’s descent into the underworld.4 Allegorically, the sixth book 

symbolizes a man’s descent to the inferi so that he might ponder the matters of this world, “not so 

that he may put his desire in them [i.e., worldly matters], but so that, having recognized their frailty, 

he may thoroughly turn from the rejected things to the invisible things and acknowledge more 

clearly in thought the Creator of creatures.”5 According to B. Silv., the succeeding episodes of the 

Aeneid indicate that all temporal things—including eloquence, education, experience, and ethics—

are merely introductory stages for the contemplation of the invisible, and thus are simply 

prerequisites for study of the ultimate discipline, philosophy (introductorii ad philosophiam).6 As 

B. Silv. points out, Virgil first proposes this intellectual progression in Book VI, at the point where 

Aeneas arrives at the “groves of Trivia” and subsequently at the “golden roofs” of Apollo’s temple. 

In this passage Aeneas must pass through the Trivia groves—which according to B. Silv. 

symbolize eloquence—before entering Apollo’s aurea tecta—the protectors of philosophy and a 

symbol for the arts of the quadrivium.7 After passing through the fields of Trivia, Aeneas arrives 

at the doors of Apollo’s temple, but is temporarily delayed from entering because he needs to read 

all the fables and histories etched on the doors—all passages from the Greco-Roman auctores. 

However, because he is now well versed in eloquence, Aeneas is easily able to read these 

inscriptions and comprehend their full significance as preambles to philosophy.8  

                                                
4 Bernardus Silvestris, Commentary on the First Six Books of the Aeneid, trans. Julian Ward Jones and Elizabeth 

Francis Jones (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1980), 31. 
5 Ibid., 33.  
6 Wetherbee, Platonism and Poetry, 108.  
7 Ibid., 107. 
8 Bernardus Silvestris, Commentary, 38. 



   

59 
 

B. Silv. sustains this allegory in Aeneas’s next encounter with the priestess Sibyl, who 

represents philosophy’s affinities with the divine.9 Sibyl informs Aeneas that in order to enter the 

underworld, he must pluck a certain golden bough found deep in the forest, which B. Silv. posits 

to symbolize philosophy: for just as the path to the underworld cannot be discovered without 

obtaining the golden bough, the “knowledge of things” is not accessible outside the philosophical 

discipline.10 B. Silv.’s commentary ends with Aeneas turning his gaze towards heaven and placing 

the golden bough on the threshhold to the gates of the underworld. In the commentator’s view, this 

action represents the deliverance of philosophy to the “chambers of memory,” signaling that 

Aeneas’s preparation for the contemplation of the invisibilia is complete.11 It is in this last action 

that B. Silv.’s overarching interpretation becomes clear: humanity’s passage through this world—

its experiences, ethical training, and education—ultimately leads to the discernment of philosophy 

and the apprehension of the transcendent.  

Aeneas’s experiences thus represent an intellectual pilgrimage from earthly to divine 

knowledge, thereby serving to place humanity in a cosmic context. What is conspicuously missing 

from B. Silv.’s commentary, however—and in fact from nearly all twelfth-century Chartrian 

allegorical writing—is any serious discussion of how this recondite symbolism relates to human 

society or public life in general. 12 The purpose of Aeneas’s journey, then (according to B. Silv.), 

was not to teach us how to navigate the affairs of this world, nor to provide a roadmap for the 

successful establishment of social bonds or political institutions, but in fact the exact reverse: Our 

                                                
9 Wetherbee, Platonism and Poetry, 108. 
10 Bernardus Silvestris, Commentary, 57. 
11 Wetherbee, Platonism and Poetry, 110. 
12 Stephen Jaeger puts it this way: “What is lacking in Bernard Silvestris’ and Alanus’ [Alain de Lille] allegorical 

poetry, the Metamorphosis Goliae and the writings of the schools in general, is the element of society. Bernard’s 
ideas particularly … operate in a kind of hermetic protection; they have an ivory tower quality of pure utopian 
speculation.” See Medieval Humanism in Gottfried von Strassburg’s Tristan und Isolde (Heidelberg: Carl Winter 
Universitätsverlag, 1977), 17. 
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earthly progression is intended to illustrate to us the deficiencies of the temporal world, leading 

our hearts and minds away from mundane concerns in order that we might turn our strivings more 

intently toward heaven.13 

 
II. John’s Political and Educational Worldviews: “Woe to the land whose king is a child”14 
 
 

Whereas twelfth-century Chartrian intellectuals such as Bernardus Silvestris, William of 

Conches, and Alain de Lille turned their attentions to exploring the inextricable web of humanity, 

nature, cosmos, and the divine, John of Salisbury was preoccupied with accounting for the place 

of nature and humanity in earthly societies.15 This worldview extended to John’s exegetical 

theories, as he believed that in any work of literature not only cosmic truth, but also ethical 

meaning (utilitas) could be found under a fictive covering.16 He clearly outlines this conviction in 

his Policraticus, claiming that anyone reading the auctores should give “special attention … to 

those matters which lay the foundation of the life of the state, be it by the law of the state or else 

by ethical principles.”17  

This hermeneutical ideal is nowhere more evident than in John’s commentary on the 

Aeneid, where John does not assign as the story’s moral purpose the contemplation of the invisible 

(as did B. Silv.), but instead appoints a temporal lesson to the poem. To John, Aeneas’s journey 

does not necessarily reveal a deeper philosophical truth, but rather serves to instruct readers on 

how rulers (and their subjects) can establish harmonious human communities. Because John’s 

                                                
13 Bernardus Silvestris, Commentary, 106. 
14 John of Salisbury, Policraticus: Of the Frivolities of Courtiers and the Footprints of Philosophers, Cary J. 

Nederman, ed. and trans. (Cambridge University Press, 1990), V:6, p. 70. 
15 Jaeger, Medieval Humanism…, 17. 
16 Lerer, Seth. “John of Salisbury’s Virgil,” Vivarium 20/1 (1982): 24.  
17 John of Salisbury, Frivolities of Courtiers and Footprints of Philosophers: Being a Translation of the First, Second, 

and Third Books and Selections from the Seventh and Eighth Books of the Policraticus of John of Salisbury, trans. 
Joseph B. Pike (Minneapolis: The University of Minnesota Press, 1938), VII:9, p. 246. 
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exegetical theories stem from his broad pedagogical, ethical, and political values, it will be helpful 

to explore John’s worldview more generally before delving into his interpretation of Virgil’s poem. 

A. SECULAR RULERS AND THE ROLE OF LIBERAL ARTS EDUCATION: RENEWING THE HUMAN 
COMMUNITY 

 
 

Drawing heavily from Cicero, John stresses throughout his works that the moral end of 

humanity should not be placed primarily in a cosmic context, but is equally applicable to the realm 

of public life. He outlines this idea in the role he assigns to a liberal arts education. For like the 

Great Orator himself, John believed that one’s experience and training are not merely handmaidens 

to philosophy or contemplation of the divine, but comprise the very cornerstone for building and 

maintaining successful societies on earth. And it is through his discussion of the prince’s political 

power in Policraticus that John explores this idea most clearly.  

A conspicuous sign that personal experience and education lie at the core of John’s political 

theory can be seen in his choice of genre for this treatise, for it does not align with the juridical or 

dialectical works that preceded it, but rather focuses much more directly on the ethical qualities of 

individual rulers.18 Instead of delving into details of canon law or the technicalities of logical 

discourse (approaches that would not have been above his capabilities), John chooses to employ 

the older literary form of speculum regum (“mirror for princes”), typically employed by men of 

letters in the Carolingian courts.19 Scholars have traditionally attributed this choice of literary genre 

to the fact that John, unlike those ecclesiastical writers of the eleventh century who were embroiled 

in political controversies, was writing at a time when there was little conflict in England. As Hans 

Liebeschütz put it, “John had no party to write for.”20 Such an explanation, however, is potentially 

                                                
18 Hans Liebeschütz, Mediaeval Humanism in the Life and Writings of John of Salisbury (London: The Warburg 

Institute, 1950), 41. 
19 Tilman Struve, “The Importance of the Organism,” in The World of John of Salisbury, ed. Michael Wilks (Oxford: 

Basil Blackwell, 1984), 316.  
20 Liebeschütz, Mediaeval Humanism, 43. 
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flawed on two counts: First, these scholars may have undervalued the political tensions of the time; 

second (and more relevant to our present discussion), John’s choice of genre might have been due 

to entirely separate factors. For it was precisely through a “mirror for princes” that John could best 

articulate his political theories. Indeed, this choice of literary form throws into relief his 

foundational premise regarding political authority, which he believes relies on personal virtue, 

insofar as the success of human society is determined by the dignity of its constituents—especially 

that of its secular ruler.21 This idea was first outlined by Cicero in his De officiis:  

This then ought to be the chief end of all men, to make the interest of each individual 
and the whole body politic identical. For, if the individual appropriates to selfish 
ends what should be devoted to the common good, all human fellowship will be 
destroyed.22 
 

 

Following in Cicero’s footsteps, John in Book IV of Policraticus likewise establishes this 

relationship between personal dignity and public service: 

I think that magistrates in general are to be persuaded of this: that in the dignity of 
their public splendour they … are to attend to the circumstances of their own personal 
condition in such fashion that they do not disfigure the dignity of their public rank. 
Further, one preserves the integrity of the honours placed upon one in such a fashion 
that the dignity of others is not diminished; and thus, one is to control one’s private 
dignity so that it does not create injury to the public power.23 

 
This notion, i.e., that a ruler’s personal virtue is crucial to a flourishing society, punctuates John’s 

works. In one place, he emphasizes this connection by citing Isaiah: 

The sins of superiors are a pretext and an encouragement for subjects to transgress. 
For this reason, it is said: “The entire head languishes and the entire heart laments; 
from the soles of the feet straight up to the top of the head there is no health in the 
body.”24  

  

                                                
21 John of Salisbury, The Stateman’s Book of John of Salisbury: Being the Fourth, Fifth, and Sixth Books, and 

Selections from the Seventh and Eighth Books, of the Policraticus, trans. and ed. John Dickinson (New York: Russell 
& Russell, 1963), 5:3, p. 68. 

22 Marcus Tullius Cicero, De Officiis, trans. Walter Miller, The Loeb Classical Library, III: vi, p. 293. 
23 John of Salisbury, Policraticus: Of the Frivolities of Courtiers and the Footprints of Philosophers, ed. and trans. 

Cary J. Nederman (Cambridge University Press, 1990), IV:7, p. 49. 
24 Isaiah 1:5-6; John of Salisbury, Policraticus (trans. Nederman), VI: 26, p. 142. 
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In Book V, John once again reiterates this correlation via a pithy warning from Ecclesiastes: “Woe 

to the land whose king is a child…”25  

According to John, this ability to control one’s “private dignity” is not an innate proclivity, 

but depends largely on the quality of one’s education.26 Stressing the necessity that the prince be a 

well-educated leader, John states in Book 5, Chapter 3:  

the education of the whole household is redolent of the education of its head [i.e., 
secular ruler]; and in the end the community of subjects is exalted by the advantage 
and security of the head itself.27  

 
While John does not discuss education at length in Policraticus, he dedicates another 

treatise penned in the same year (Metalogicon) entirely to that topic. This work, defending the arts 

of the trivium (dialectic, grammar, and rhetoric), essentially lays out the pedagogical precepts that 

serve as the “guiding principles” of his Policraticus.28 For in Metalogicon, John emphasizes the 

intimate relationship between education, ethics, and politics, assigning a purely secular purpose 

for the liberal arts by placing human experience and education at the service of society.29 

Throughout this treatise, John emphasizes that the establishment of a harmonious civilization 

depends on cultivation of eloquent speech and reason through the trivium, and that to vitiate the 

integrity of these qualities would inevitably imperil society.30  

This Ciceronian notion that education has definite social ramifications for society might 

seem commonplace, but it is a fairly distinctive conception for the Middle Ages. Christian 

                                                
25 Ecclesiastes 19:16-17; Ibid., 70 
26 In Book IV, Chapter 8 of Policraticus, John equates “moral character” with the cultivation of rhetoric—a discipline 

of the trivium: Moreover, he (the ruler) is to preserve entirely the dignity of his authority in matters of moral 
character. For good speech and a gracious tongue result in a reputation for benevolence… And subjects owe 
reverence to men of moral dignity.” Ibid., IV:8, p. 50. 

27 Ibid., V:3, p. 68. 
28 For further information regarding John’s educational theories, see Brian D. Fitzgerald, “Medieval Theories of 

Education: Hugh of St. Victor and John of Salisbury” Oxford Review of Education 36/5 (2010). 
29 Ibid., 583. 
30 Cf: John of Salisbury, The Metalogicon of John of Salisbury: A Twelfth-Century Defense of the Verbal and Logical 

Arts of the Trivium, ed., and trans. Daniel D. McGarry (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1962), I:1, p. 11. 
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intellectuals ranging from Jerome (d. 420) grappled with the question of what role a liberal arts 

education—especially one based on pagan traditions and authorities—should play in Christian 

society. For if Christ was held to be wisdom incarnate, and the Bible sufficient for man’s salvation, 

what place was left for secular education? Of course, Augustine’s De doctrina Christiana 

famously struggled with this very issue, ultimately resolving it by placing liberal education at the 

service of scriptural study.31 This conception that the liberal arts should serve as the handmaiden 

to theology resonated throughout the Middle Ages. In fact, another of the leading pedagogical 

treatises of the twelfth century—Hugh of St. Victor’s Didascalicon—follows the Augustinian 

tradition of appropriating secular education solely for the cultivation of Christian beliefs.32 John, 

in contending in his Metalogicon that education should have social ramifications for temporal 

society, thus sets himself apart from contemporaneous educational theorists.33 

B. JOHN’S INTERPRETATION OF THE AENEID: MAINTENANCE OF TEMPORAL COMMUNITIES  
 

 

That John places a premium on the moral development of rulers, emphasizing the value of 

education in the process, is nowhere more concisely laid out than in his interpretation of Virgil’s 

Aeneid. In the most general sense, the commentaries of John and B. Silv. are analogous; both view 

the poem as representing “the origin and [moral] progress of man.”34 Both also find an 

etymological significance in Aeneas’s name as signifying a spirit that has descended into a body.35 

Lastly, both interpret each of the poem’s first five books as a stage in a man’s journey towards 

                                                
31 Fitzgerald, “Medieval Theories of Education: Hugh of St. Victor and John of Salisbury,” 577. 
32 Ibid., 578. While it is true that Hugh expands Augustine’s pedagogical outlook by extending the purpose of secular 

education from purely scriptural exegesis to Christian life more generally, the former still decidedly places education 
at the service of Christian morality.  

33 Ibid., 578. While it is true that Hugh expands Augustine’s pedagogical outlook by extending the purpose of secular 
education from purely Scriptural exegesis to Christian life more generally, the former still decidedly places 
education at the service of Christian morality. 

34 John of Salisbury, Frivolities of Courtiers and Footprints of Philosophers, Pike trans., VIII:24, p. 402. 
35 Ennos in Greek is “dweller,” and demas “body.” 
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maturity. In agreement with B. Silv., John maintains that Book I represents the “tribulations” of 

childhood, Book II exhibits its “gaiety” and “unrestraint,” Book III describes its consistent 

“errors,” and Book IV symbolizes the transition to manhood and the introduction of illicit love.36 

Finally, Book V represents the entrance to “old age,” which “brings with it civic maturity.”37  

In Book VI, however, the two interpretations diverge in significant ways. According to B. 

Silv., the allegorical significance of Aeneas’s passage through the Trivia groves and the aurea 

tecta of the underworld is to lead him to philosophical transcendence. For John, on the other hand, 

the episode serves to equip Aeneas with the tools for renewing social bonds and establishing 

earthly communities. Indeed, in John’s version, Aeneas’s whole purpose in descending to the 

lower world is “to review there the errors of his past life, as though all his achievements had come 

to naught.”38 But contrary to B. Silv’s account, this experience does not turn Aeneas away from 

worldly concerns.39 In fact, it has the opposite effect: through education and the contemplation of 

earthly matters, Aeneas actually learns how to improve temporal affairs—his attention remains on 

the mundane. Via the underworld, Aeneas ultimately “learns… that another way must be traveled 

by those who wish to attain the fond embraces of Lavinia and the destined kingdom of Italy as a 

sort of citadel of beatitude.”40 By establishing the goal of Aeneas’s journey as founding the 

kingdom of Italy, John suggests that the poem describes the progression, not of an “everyman” 

ascending towards contemplation of the divine, but of a prince advancing towards effective 

rulership. Thus, John’s Aeneid commentary by itself constitutes a mirror for princes in microcosm, 

providing a model for kings to imitate. 

 

                                                
36 Ibid., 403. 
37 Ibid., 405. 
38 Ibid., 405. 
39 Bernardus Silvestris, Commentary, 106. 
40 John of Salisbury, Frivolities of Courtiers and Footprints of Philosophers (trans. Pike), VIII: 24, p. 403. 
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1) Grace, Nature, and Education: Cultivating Nature’s Bough  
 

As his interpretation of Book VI makes clear, John believed that the moral purpose of 

Aeneas’s journey—and rulers’ in general—is the establishment of successful bonds for earthly 

societies. And it is through experience and education that they progress towards this goal. In the 

succeeding chapter of Policraticus, John explores the idea even more extensively; here he 

discusses at length Aeneas’s encounter with the Sibyl and the golden bough. In this final chapter 

John attempts to explain humanity’s true path “as though it were the end of the road.”41  This route, 

which John claims denotes virtue leading to beatitude, is traversed by those who are not only 

“familiar with goodness,” but also “practice it.”42 But while humanity was thrown from this course 

because it “stretched out [its] hand to [Eden’s] tree of knowledge” and was “cast down into 

darkness,” it is, paradoxically, to the tree of knowledge that humans must return if they are to be 

restored to the straight and narrow road.43  

John then proceeds to equate the biblical tree of knowledge with Sybil’s golden branch, 

remarking that on the tree of knowledge grows “a sort of bough of virtue,” which is consecrated 

to the “progressing man.”44 As is shown above, Aeneas represents this “progressing man” insofar 

as his journey symbolizes humanity’s passage towards virtue. And just as Aeneas had to pluck the 

golden bough in order to descend into the underworld for the purpose of rectifying his failings on 

earth, those who wish to eschew the path of vice must wrest the “bough of accomplishment from 

the tree of knowledge” in order that they, too, may “recognize what suffering lies hidden in earthly 

things or what [they] can accomplish in them.”45  

                                                
41 Ibid., 405. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid., 407. 
44 Lerer, “John of Salisbury’s Virgil,” 36 
45 John of Salisbury, Frivolities of Courtiers and Footprints of Philosophers (Pike trans.), VIII:25, p. 408. 
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John next claims that this progression towards virtue in the temporal world is not a natural 

consequence of one’s plucking the bough. For the golden branch will wither and die if not 

constantly rejuvenated by continuous practice. As John says, “virtues grow up and advance in 

proportion as they are more widely practiced.”46 But continuous exertion by “the strength of 

[one’s] own will” is not the only ingredient required for one’s development towards virtue.47 For 

according to John, Grace must first plant the bough of virtue, even though it is then up to us to 

seek it out and continuously nourish it. By invoking Grace and the need for its bough of virtue to 

be constantly nurtured, John offers us an allegory for his ideas regarding the role of education for 

the “progressing man.” In order to see this connection we must turn back to the Metalogicon.  

At the beginning of his educational treatise, John rejects the Augustinian notion that 

humanity’s post-lapsarian nature prevents individuals from developing the educational tools 

necessary to maintain peaceable social bonds.48 Instead, John argues that humans can, in fact, 

improve their natural condition through study and effort. Indeed, it is precisely continuous practice 

and exertion (exercitio) in our studies that allow us to increase in virtue and social harmony. Thus, 

according to John, Nature, through divine Grace, bestows upon us the tools necessary to develop 

wisdom and eloquence, but it is our responsibility to aid the process by “cultivation and care.” In 

addressing this issue, John quotes Horace:   

The question is raised whether a poem is due to nature or art; But I neither see what 
study can do in the absence of natural talent, nor what natural talent can accomplish 
without cultivation. So much does one demand the assistance of the other and so 
closely do they cooperate.49 

  

                                                
46 Ibid. 
47 Ibid. 
48 FitzGerald, “Medieval Theories of Education…,” 582. 
49 John of Salisbury, Metalogicon (trans. McGarry), I:8, p. 30. 
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Thus, just as John’s Aeneas must nourish the bough of virtue—planted by Grace—through 

concerted effort, humanity must seek out the tree of knowledge—likewise given to us by Grace—

and must continuously rejuvenate it through effort and education. It is only then that human beings, 

and societies by extension, can flourish. 

John’s belief that Nature, coupled with education, serves as the lynchpin of human society 

is Ciceronian to the core.50 According to the Great Orator, humanity possesses a natural proclivity 

to organize into harmonious communities, but this inclination must be awakened and cultivated 

through education—specifically by developing reason and eloquence—sapientia et eloquentia.51 

This approach to humankind’s social nature represented a significant strain of medieval political 

thought, but it was by no means the only one. Another version of humanity’s social capabilities 

was the Aristotelian idea that human nature, even without the benefit of education, is sufficient for 

the establishment of harmonious bonds. Regardless of impediments, humans, by their very nature, 

are innately oriented to congregate into social communities.52  

At the other extreme of the spectrum lay the Augustinian notion, introduced above, that 

humanity’s fallen state rendered its nature incapable of creating harmonious bonds. This view held 

that it was the role of political institutions to force people to coexist in society.53 Thus, the 

Ciceronian political tradition represents a kind of bridge between Aristotelian and Augustinian 

extremes. Humanity was neither constituted by nature alone to establish human association, nor 

so frail as to need to be coerced to live in social harmony. Rather, nature gives us the basic tools 

                                                
50 Cary J. Nederman, “Origins of Society: The Ciceronian Tradition in Medieval Political Thought,” The History of 

Ideas 49/1 (1988): 6. While Cicero’s overtly political works, De res publica and De legibus, were not widely 
circulated during the Middle Ages, his De officiis and De inventione were among the most popular and revered texts 
of the time. Both discuss his political ideas at length, especially the intimate connection between education and the 
creation of viable political structures. 

51 For a detailed discussion of this view, see Cicero, de Inventione, Book I, pp. 3-163. Cicero. De Inventione. De 
optimo genere oratorum. Topica. With an English Translation. H.M. Hubbell, trans. Cambridge, Harvard UP, 1949. 

52 Nederman, “Origins of Society…,” 5. 
53 Ibid. 
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necessary to cultivate political relationships, but it is up to us, through education, to improve this 

nature. Table 3.2 below provides a visual representation of this continuum: 

Table 3.2—Approaches to Humanity’s Social Nature in Medieval Political Thought 
 
 <---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------> 

Aristotelian: 
Humanity’s nature alone is 

sufficient 

Ciceronian: 
Humanity’s nature must be 

developed through education 

Augustinian: 
Humanity’s nature is incapable of 

establishing social bonds54 

 
 
It was precisely in the middle-ground that John of Salisbury stood. At the beginning of 

Metalogicon, John essentially upholds a Ciceronian viewpoint. He does this in his diatribe against 

Cornificius, an imaginary interlocutor who maintains that correct and persuasive speaking cannot 

be taught, as it is either inherent to one’s nature from birth or is not. To the contrary, John opines 

that Cornificius and those of his persuasion, who denigrate the study of eloquence, are rejecting 

the validity of a liberal arts education altogether. They “undermine and uproot all the liberal arts; 

… completely mak[ing] over grammar; remodel[ling] logic; and despis[ing] rhetoric.”55 In this 

assessment, it is telling that John does not stop at finding fault with the Cornifician’s pedagogical 

theory; he believes that this kind of thinking would have a profound impact on society at large. 

Betraying a Ciceronian tendency to connect education with social and political harmony, John 

claims that by denying human beings the capacity to improve their nature through education, the 

Cornificians “tear to shreds humanity’s social contract, and destroy the means of brotherly charity 

and reciprocal interchange of services;” they “attack not merely one, or even a few persons, but all 

civilization and political organization.”56 

 
 

                                                
54 For more information regarding significant strains of political thought, see Cary J. Nederman, “Origins of Society: 

The Ciceronian Tradition in Medieval Political Thought,” Journal of the History of Ideas 49/1 (1988). 
55 John of Salisbury, Metalogicon (trans. McGarry), I:3, p. 16. 
56 Ibid., I:1, pp. 11-12. 
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C.  MICROCOSM/MACROCOSM AND EARTHLY RULERSHIP: “FROM THINGS TEMPORAL TO THINGS 
ETERNAL”  

 
It must be noted that John did not believe that to strive towards peaceable communities 

through liberal-arts education was the supreme fulfillment of human experience. In true Christian 

fashion, he believed that humanity’s destiny was to transcend worldly things and enjoy eternal joy 

with God. Betraying his humanistic tendencies, however, he upholds the idea that temporal 

harmony is significant in its own right. This idea is developed in John’s discussion of the separation 

between secular and sacred powers, where he assigns exclusively “temporal” duties to secular 

princes, insisting that this purely secular authority in no way diminishes the significance of their 

position. He assures us that it is possible for princes to “flourish in this world” and still “to rejoice 

in eternity with Christ.”57 As long as they are not seduced by immoral enticements, secular rulers 

can relish in the “most sweet worldly things” and “yet can pick the most useful fruits of eternity”—

for how magnificent is it that one can proceed from “riches to riches, from delights to delights, 

from glory to glory, from things temporal to things eternal?”58  

This notion that temporal rulers can ultimately transcend the bounds of this world and come 

to revel in eternal beatitude owes much to neo-Platonic ideas of microcosm and macrocosm.59 

However, unlike his Chartrian colleagues William of Conches and Alain de Lille, who invoked 

this model to relate nature (microcosm) to the cosmos (macrocosm), John employed the 

comparison to illustrate how human societies could serve as an image of celestial harmony.60  

Our first clue that John relies on a micro/macrocosm model in his conception of political 

organization is his use of bodily organization as a template for earthly societies. Citing (pseudo-) 

                                                
57 John of Salisbury, Policraticus (trans. Nederman), IV:10, p. 55. 
58 Ibid. 
59 For a more comprehensive discussion of the Platonic conception of macrocosm and microcosm, see Chapter II. 
60 It thus follows from this conception that nature (microcosm) reflects the divine order of the universe (macrocosm), 

and in that sense can serve as a model for the organization of the human community. 
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Plutarch’s “letter to Traiani,”61 John accounts for “the Republic [as] … a sort of body,” in that each 

corporeal part represents a functioning member of the body politic. For example, the priest 

represents its soul, the prince its head, the judges and governors its ears, eyes, and mouth, the 

officials and soldiers its hands, the peasants its feet, and so on.62      

Whereas the human community represents a macrocosm of the body, at a higher level of 

organization it comes to represent a microcosm of celestial order. In other words, man’s bodily 

organization, signifying “the divine order … ideally materialized in nature” represents a template 

for societal arrangement, which itself reflects the organization of the cosmos.63 Because John 

points most clearly to this hierarchy in his discussion of the relationship between sacred and secular 

authority, it is to this conception that we now turn. 

1) Saeculum et Sacerdotium: Separation of Church and State? 
 
 

Political historians have tended to interpret John’s conception of the relation between 

secular and sacred powers as hierocratic—i.e., that the former is subordinate to the latter, and that 

kings are accountable to ecclesiastical authority.64 This section argues the opposite, namely that 

John viewed secular and sacred powers as constituting wholly separate spheres. Indeed, using the 

                                                
61 As mentioned above in Chapter 2, this source is likely to have been John’s own fabrication. 
62 John of Salisbury, Policraticus (trans. Nederman), V:2, p. 67. 
63 For an in-depth discussion of John of Salisbury’s “Organismusvergleich,” see Struve, “The Importance of the 

Organism,” 305.  
64 As Nederman has pointed out, this idea, first propagated by Carl Schaarschmidt in 1862, has become a mainstream 

interpretation on the matter. Carl Schaarschmidt, Johannes Saresberiensis nach Leben und Studien, Schriften und 
Philosophie (Leipzig, 1862), pp. 130, 192, and 347–8 cited by Cary J. Nederman in “Priests, Kings, and Tyrants: 
Spiritual and Temporal Power in John of Salisbury’s Policraticus,” Speculum 66/3 (1991): 573. For additional 
sources claiming that John’s political theories were hierocratic, see D.E. Luscombe, “Formation: c. 750– c. 1150” 
in The Cambridge History of Medieval Political Thought, J.H. Burns, ed., (Cambridge University Press, 1988), 167. 
Further sources that discuss this issue include E. F. Jacob, “John of Salisbury and the Policraticus,” in The Social 
and Political Ideas of Some Great Medieval Thinkers (London: Harrop, 1923), pp. 65-68, 78-80; R.W. Carlyle and 
A.J. Carlyle, History of Mediaeval Political Theory Vol. 3 (London: William Blackwood & Sons, 1962), pp. 330-
36; Walter Ullmann, Medieval Political Thought (New York: Penguin, 1970). Ullmann states (p. 124) that “John of 
Salisbury was only one of the many who had expounded the hierocratic thesis of government in the twelfth century.” 
See also Peter von Moos, “The Use of Exempla in the Policraticus” in The World of John of Salisbury, 251. 
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concept of microcosm/macrocosm as his basis, he would contend that a prince should not be held 

under ecclesiastical jurisdiction, because the secular ruler represents a microcosm of God himself. 

Scholars espousing a hierocratic conception of John’s political views rely on two 

metaphors that John uses to describe the relationship between secular and sacred powers. The first 

is the metaphor of the two swords, which John invokes in Chapter 4 of Policraticus to describe the 

supremacy of ecclesiastical authority (sacerdotium) over worldly power (saeculum). Borrowed 

from Luke 22:38, this image had long been invoked in medieval political theory.65 Continuing in 

this tradition, John claims that the church grants the prince his temporal power (symbolized by a 

sword), and therefore the latter is at the service of the priesthood.66 

The second image that historians cite as an example of John’s hierocratic stance is the 

organic metaphor of the body (discussed above). In John’s conception, the secular ruler represents 

the body’s head, whereas the church represents the soul. And just as the soul gives life to the body 

and dictates its movements, so the priesthood exerts control over secular rulers: 

By all means, that which institutes and moulds the practice of religion in us and 
which transmits the worship of God … acquires the position of the soul in the body 
of the republic. Indeed, those who direct the practice of religion ought to be 
esteemed and venerated like the soul in the body. For who disputes that the 
sanctified ministers of God are his vicars? Besides, just as the soul has rulership of 
the whole body so those who are called prefects of religion direct the whole body.67 
 
While these two metaphors have led some scholars to conclude that John’s political theory 

was indeed hierocratic, to rely solely on those images without paying attention to other crucial 

                                                
65 This Scriptural passage states: “here are two swords; to which he [the Lord] replied: It is enough.” The Holy Bible, 

King James Version. Cambridge Edition: 1769; King James Bible Online, 2018. 
66 John of Salisbury, Policraticus (trans. Nederman), IV: 3, p. 32. The relevant passage runs as follows: This sword is 

therefore accepted by the prince from the hand of the Church, although it still does not itself possess the bloody 
sword entirely. For while it has this sword, yet it is used by the hand of the prince, upon whom is conferred the 
power of bodily coercion, reserving spiritual authority for the papacy. The prince is therefore a sort of minister of 
the priests and one who exercises those features of the sacred duties that seem an indignity in the hands of priests. 
For all duties of sacred law are in fact the affairs of the religious and the pious, yet that duty is inferior which 
executes the punishment of crime and which seems to be represented by images of executioners. 

67 Ibid., 5:2, p. 67. 
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elements of John’s position hinders one from achieving an accurate assessment of his program.68 

One of John’s most singular conceptions is that the church has no official jurisdiction over a prince, 

even with regard to spiritual affairs.69 In fact, it is of prime importance to John that the saeculum 

be empowered to exercise free will, completely unrestrained by the sacerdotium.70 In Book VII, 

Chapter 25 of Policraticus, John argues that a prince is “commanded to guard the law of God,” 

but should not be forced to do so by the church—or by anyone for that matter. For, like Christ, the 

prince is “subject to the law not by necessity, but by will because His will is law.”71 Drawing from 

legal practices of imperial Rome, John states that the ruler is supposed to be free of any legal 

obligation—legis nexibus absolutus. For the prince is a “binding law unto himself… who loves 

justice, cherishes equity, and procures the utility of the republic.”72 The prince’s “will should never 

be found opposed to justice,”73 however, neither the law, nor even the church, has the power to 

enforce that precept—the prince is “regulated solely by the judgment of his own mind.”74  

Given the modern-day tendency to champion the restriction of absolute power, one might 

be surprised to learn that John assigns uninhibited authority to the secular ruler. But how can John 

justify his position that a prince should rule above not only strictures of the law, but even those of 

                                                
68 Several historians have in fact discussed the problems one faces when attempting to fit John’s theories into a purely 

hierocratic framework. However, most scholars who reject a hierocratic interpretation conclude that John’s 
conception of church and state is rife with inconsistencies. See for example, John Morrall, Political Thought in 
Medieval Times, 2nd ed. (New York: Hutchinson University Library, 1962), 55, and Arthur P. Monahan, Consent, 
Coercion, and Limit: The Medieval Origins of Parliamentary Democracy (Montreal and Kingston, Ont., 1987), 73. 
Adherence to this way of thinking led John Dickinson, for example, to conclude that the very significance of John’s 
Policraticus is that it “discloses the more or less confused mass of contradictory ideas in which they were originally 
embedded, and which served to limit and correct them.” John Dickinson, “The Mediaeval Conception of Kingship 
and Some of its Limitations, as Developed in the Policraticus of John of Salisbury,” Speculum 1/3 (1926): 337. 

69 D.E. Luscombe, “Formation: c. 750– c. 1150,” 167. 
70 John devotes an entire chapter to discussing the benefits of free will and the necessity of liberty for all individuals 

in Book 7, Chapter 25 of his Policraticus. 
71 Ibid., 42. 
72 Ibid., IV:2, p. 30. 
73 Ibid., IV:1, p. 28. 
74 Ibid., V:6, p. 69. Cary Nederman discusses John’s separation between politics and theology in “Aristotelianism and 

the Origins of ‘Political Science’ in the Twelfth Century” Journal of History of Ideas 52/2 (1991): 179-194. 
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the church? The principle that informs this unique stance lies in John’s confidence in his neo-

Platonic worldview of microcosm/macrocosm.75 For just as the corporeal body reflects the human 

community, a temporal society reflects the divine order. As such, the earthly ruler is “a sort of 

image of divinity.”76 In thus directly reflecting divine authority, the prince’s will should wield the 

force of law and ecclesiastical mandate, because his judgment will “not be inconsistent with the 

design of equity.”77 In John’s view, sacred powers have no real authority over a prince. But this is 

utterly beside the point, because the individual who has “disposed all [his] affairs toward virtue”78 

has become an image of God, and thus will want to obey the church and be a servant to its officials, 

who are “the sanctified ministers of God.”79  

Understood in this way, it is evident why John would not bind the prince by earthly rules. 

For the secular law, too, is merely a microcosmic reflection of the divine aequitas. All rules are a 

“sort of discovery and gift from God,” and it is the duty of the prince to bring this divine will, 

mediated by secular law, to his subjects.80 Both the earthly ruler and secular law exist as “created 

nature,” but their authority “flows [directly] from the fountain of divine will” and therefore directly 

reflects the eternal cosmos.81 

2) Saeculum as Sacred: A Microcosm of the Divine 
 
 

It is important to keep in mind that John, through his idea that the worldly ruler is largely 

independent of the church’s power, by no means secularizes political organization. In fact, John 

fashions an overwhelmingly sacred conception of the body politic. To him, all offices ultimately 

                                                
75 According to Tilman Struve in “The Importance of the Organism,” John’s ideas concerning the role of the secular 

ruler made a “crucial contribution to the strengthening of the monarchic idea in the political theories of the Middle 
Ages," 317. 

76 John of Salisbury, Policraticus (trans. Nederman), IV: 2, p. 30. 
77 Ibid. 
78 Ibid., V:2, p. 66. 
79 Ibid., V:2, p. 67. 
80 Ibid., IV:2, p. 30. 
81 John of Salisbury, Metalogicon (trans. McGarry), 1:8, p. 29. 



   

75 
 

must be classified as a form of religious authority.82 The king is the image of the divinity, secular 

law is an image of divine law, and all things flow directly from God’s will.  

John corroborates this connection between princely authority and divine will in Book VI, 

Chapter 26, where he posits that a virtuous ruler, as the image of God, ultimately transcends his 

earthly rule and, ascending to the celestial realm, rules perpetually in the heavens. John first alludes 

to such transcendence when he compares the prince to a sun whose rays illuminate the world:   

The sun shines over the whole world so that the whole world may be seen and 
discerned all at once; I believe the prince to be another sun…. He acts rightly when 
he raises the Church to the apex, when he extends the practice of religion, when he 
humiliates the proud and exalts the humble, when he is generous to the destitute, 
more frugal with the wealthy, when justice walks constantly before him and sets 
his course on the way of prudence and all the other virtues.83  
 
As he is wont to do, John then shifts from quoting classical authorities to citing scripture 

(in this case Proverbs 25:6) in order to emphasize that a prince’s temporal rule, if virtuous, 

transcends this world to rule eternally in heaven. And because the prince rules both on earth and 

in heaven, those who act against the imago dei deserve the most severe punishment: 

Indeed the ruler is the distributor of honour and, so long as he administers the 
government correctly, the dispensation of presents are perpetually in his hands. He 
administers correctly when the people rejoice in his governance and the breadth of 
the whole land exalts in the reign of equity. “Perpetually,” I say, because, as it is 
written, “the king who judges the poor according to truth secures his throne in 
eternity. Who, therefore, detracts from the honour of him whom one recognizes to 
be rewarded by God with perpetual honour?… Who, therefore offends by the 
presumptuous impunity of malice against the image of God who is the prince?84  

 
John next quotes Ovid’s Fasti in order to show that it is through virtuous leadership that 

one ascends to the celestial realm. 

Truly, in this way does one travel to the heavens,  
not that Mt Ossa is set upon Mt Olympus  

                                                
82 John Van Laarhoven, “Thou shalt NOT slay a tyrant!” in The World of John of Salisbury, Michael Wilks (Oxford: 

Basil Blackwell, 1984), 322. 
83 John of Salisbury, Policraticus (trans. Nederman), IV: 26, p. 141.  
84 Ibid., VI:26, pp. 141–142. 
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And that the summit of Mt Pelion touches the highest stars.85 
 

If one considers the broader context from which John draws this excerpt, the notion of the earthly 

ruler’s ascent becomes more evident. Below is a fuller excerpt from Fasti, including several lines 

before John’s quotation. Here, it becomes manifest that Ovid believed not only leaders, but those 

under their authority, “may plumb the sky” and “scale the heavenly mansions.”  

What is to stop me if I should tell also of the stars, their risings and their settings? 
That was part of my promise. Ah happy souls, who first took thought to know these 
things and scale the heavenly mansions! Well may we believe they [i.e., the leaders] 
lifted up their labels alike above the frailties and the homes of men. Their lofty 
natures neither love nor wine did break, nor civil business nor the toils of war; no 
low ambition tempted them, nor glory’s tinsel sheen, nor lust of hoarded pelf. The 
distant stars they brought within our ken, and heaven itself made subject to their 
wit. So man may reach the sky: no need that Ossa on Olympus should be piled, and 
the Pelion’s peak should touch the topmost stars. Under these leaders we, too, will 
plumb the sky and give their own days to the wandering signs.86  

 
John’s notions were thus in harmony with Ovid’s conception that not only princes, but even 

individuals “under these leaders,” would rise above their earthly homes. Indeed, John was able to 

conceive of a society where everyone has properly cultivated his/her nature and moral character, 

such that princes and laws are essentially superfluous. Their “flesh would be subject to the spirit 

and the spirit would be a servant in full devotion to God.”87 Divine aequitas would flow effortlessly 

to each and every member of the body politic and all would live in perfect harmony. John of 

Salisbury could imagine a day when the dignity of humanity and nature would shine forth in all its 

glory, when the harmony established on earth would pristinely and completely reflect the euphony 

of the cosmos. 

 
 
 
 
                                                
85 Ibid. 
86 Ovid, Fasti. trans. James G. Frazer, Loeb Classical Library 253 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1931), 

Book I, p. 23, lines 295–308. 
87 John of Salisbury, Policraticus (trans. Nederman), VI: 29, p. 142. 
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III.  Conclusion 
 

Through the above discussion of John’s allegorical interpretation of the Aeneid, as well as 

his broader theories as outlined in Policraticus and Metalogicon, it becomes clear that John 

outlines a definite trajectory for earthly rulers. Temporal leaders born with given abilities by 

Nature—via Grace—must continually improve themselves through education; and this, in turn, 

leads to the development of virtue and the corresponding maintenance of harmonious human 

societies—what John refers to as politica constitutio (well-structured political order). If virtuous, 

these communities do not remain forever in the temporal sphere: secular leaders transcend their 

earthly thrones, and in becoming reflections of God himself, scale the heavens and rule eternally 

in their celestial destiny. Those under a prince’s rule can also “scale the heavenly mansions,” if 

their harmonious social bonds reflect cosmic concord.  

As the next chapter will show, this trajectory of the earthly prince that John outlines in 

Policraticus and Metalogicon—and more specifically in his commentary on the Aeneid—is 

precisely the path that Chrétien lays out in his first romance, Erec et Enide. Along the way, we 

will also see that Chrétien strikingly shares many of the same political, educational, social, and 

ethical ideals as our Latin theorist. 
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Chapter 4 
 

 Erec et Aeneid: A Vernacular “Mirror for Princes” 
 

 
We move now from the comparatively straightforward realm of John’s political theories 

into the mistier arena of Chrétien de Troyes’s fantastical fiction. This latter world, replete with 

vindictive dwarfs, magical springs, and enchanted gardens, is veiled in a dream-like aura that 

eludes precise interpretation. However, as this chapter shows, if one removes the overlying façade, 

one sees that Chrétien’s first romance, while divergent from John’s treatises in form and mode of 

expression, strikingly parallels them in its political, pedagogical, and ethical ideals. As in Chapter 

3, we begin with the Aeneid—this time as the conceptual cornerstone of Chrétien’s first romance. 

In this discussion, we will see that although scholars have tended to compare Chrétien’s 

interpretation of the Aeneid with B. Silv.’s commentary, it is actually John of Salisbury’s account 

of Virgil’s poem—not B. Silv.’s—that Chrétien aligns with more profoundly.  

 
I.  The Aeneid in Chrétien’s First Romance 
 

Chrétien de Troyes seems to have been fully familiar with the allegorical interpretations of 

Virgil’s poem that were proving so popular among Chartrian scholars. Indeed, the notion of 

Aeneas as the “progressing man” evidently had a profound influence on our romance author, as he 

urges us at a critical juncture in this first romance to compare Erec and Enide to Aeneas and Dido, 

respectively. He makes this allusion after describing the exceedingly passionate reassertion of love 

between Erec and Enide (following Erec’s recovery from a near-fatal encounter with the knight 

Guivret). Here, the reunited couple are heading toward their pivotal “Joy of the Court” episode, 

which leads them to their final destination—their coronation by King Arthur.  
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Before Erec and Enide depart on their final quest, Guivret presents the latter with a 

beautiful palfrey. Chrétien pithily (but vividly) describes the rich accoutrements of the horse—

bridle, head covering, breast-strap, and saddle. It is only in his description of the ivory saddle-bow 

that he tarries. Carved upon this pommel was… 

l’estoire comant Eneas vint de Troye, 
comant a Cartaige a grant joie 
Dido an son leu le reçut, 
comant Eneas la deçut 
comant ele por lui s’ocist, 
coman Eneas puis conquist 
Laurente et tote Lonbardie, 
dom il fu rois tote sa vie.1 
 
the story of how Aeneas came from Troy, how in Carthage with great joy Dido 
received him in her bed, how Aeneas betrayed her, how she killed herself because 
of him, and how Aeneas later conquered Laurentum and all of Lombardy, where he 
was king for the rest of his life.2 

  
In the ensuing “Joy of the Court” episode, Chrétien urges us for a second time to consider his 

romance in light of the Aeneid. Here he compares Enide’s cousin to Lavinia, wife of Aeneas and 

namesake of the ancient Italian city of Lavinium. Chrétien puts this comparison as follows:  

De li ne vuel plus deviser, 
mes qui bien seüst raviser 
… sa biauté, 
dire poïst por verité 
c’onques Lavine de Laurente 
qui tant par fu et bele et gente, 
n’en ot de sa biauté le quart. 
Erec s’aproche cele part, 
que de plus pres la vialt veoir; 
lez li s’ala Erec seroir.3 
 
I do not wish to describe her [Enide’s cousin] further, but anyone who had the 
opportunity to examine … her beauty could say in truth that Lavinia of Laurentum, 

                                                
1 Chrétien de Troyes, Erec et Enide, ed. and trans. Carleton W. Carroll (New York & London: Garland, 1987), pp. 

232-234 (lines 5293-5300). 
2 Chrétien de Troyes, Arthurian Romances (Erec and Enide), trans. Carleton W. Carroll (London: Penguin, 1991), 

102. 
3 Chrétien de Troyes, Erec et Enide (ed. Carroll), p. 256 (lines 5841-5850). 
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who was so very beautiful and noble, never had a quarter of her beauty. Wanting to 
see her more closely, Erec approached and went to sit beside her.4 
 

A. CHRÉTIEN AND B. SILV. IN THE HISTORIOGRAPHY 
  

The significance of Chrétien’s two references to the Aeneid in this first Arthurian romance 

has not gone unnoticed by literary scholars. In 1970, Joseph Wittig challenged the notion—widely-

held at the time—that these references are “no more than a brilliant bit of description,” having 

“little or no thematic relevance” to the overarching narrative of Erec et Enide.5 He argued that 

Chrétien, through these allusions, is asking his readers to consider the connections that can be 

inferred between Aeneas’s relationships with Dido and Lavinia, and Erec’s relationship with 

Enide. In his comparison, Wittig focuses on the personal dynamics between Erec and Enide, 

arguing that Chrétien urges us to view the pair’s love as a gradual movement from the passionate 

and destructive feeling exemplified by Dido and Aeneas, to the perfect reciprocal love of Aeneas 

and Lavinia.6  

Wittig then compares the psychological stages of Aeneas’s moral development as outlined 

in the “Silvestris” commentary.7 According to Wittig, B. Silv.’s exegesis of the Aeneid is not as 

concerned with the “literal story” as with its characters’ advancement towards moral perfection. 

Wittig ultimately posits a similar inner evolution in Erec’s own development.8 Like Aeneas, Erec 

progresses through a variety of stages, from lustful youth to a virtuous maturity that eschews the 

“rampaging of passion.”9 Through this assessment, Wittig concludes that Erec’s quest for moral 

                                                
4 Chrétien, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 109. 
5 Joseph S. Wittig, “The Aeneas-Dido Allusion in Chrétien’s Erec et Enide,” Comparative Literature 22/3 (1970): 

238. 
6 Ibid., 240 and 248. 
7 Ibid., 245-253. 
8 Ibid., 245. 
9 Ibid., 248. 
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perfection centers on his evolving relationship with Enide—and Chrétien’s reference to Dido and 

Aeneas corroborates this interpretation. 

Winthrop Wetherbee, too, posits close connections between the “Silvestris” commentary 

and Chrétien’s first romance.10 However, Wetherbee describes the end-goal of Erec’s journey as 

being not his mature and productive marriage to Enide (as does Wittig), but his attainment of 

philosophical transcendence. As evidence, he points to Erec’s coronation robe, conspicuously 

embroidered with representations of the four sciences of the quadrivium. Chrétien’s allusion to 

these liberal arts disciplines, Wetherbee claims, recalls B. Silv.’s earlier references to the Aeneid. 

For Erec, like Aeneas, must cultivate his mind in the temporal world before he can transcend 

earthly activity and arrive at his ultimate purpose—the study of philosophy.11 Chrétien allegedly 

emphasizes this transcendence through his description of Erec’s scepter, which elaborately 

displays the images of all creatures: 

qui fu plus clers c’une verrine, 
toz d’une esmeraude anterine, 
et si avoit plain poing de gros. 
La verité dire vos os 
qu’an tot le monde n’a meniere 
de poisson, ne de beste fiere, 
ne d’ome, ne d’oisel volage, 
que chascuns lonc sa propre ymage 
n’i fust ovrez et antailliez.12 
 
It was brighter than stained glass, made from a single emerald that was as big as a 
fist. I dare say, in truth, that in all the world there is no manner of fish, or wild beast, 
or man, or flying bird, which was not wrought and carved there, each accurate in 
its proper image.13 

  

                                                
10 Winthrop Wetherbee, Platonism and Poetry in the Twelfth Century (Trenton: Princeton University Press, 1972), 

236. 
11 Ibid., 239. 
12 Chrétien de Troyes, Erec et Enide (ed. Carroll), p. 300 (lines 6827-6835). 
13 Chrétien, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 121. 
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Thus, just as Aeneas in B, Silv.’s commentary must enter through the aurea tecta (a symbol for 

the arts of the quadrivium), before he can obtain the divine “knowledge of things” through the 

golden bough of philosophy, Erec must don the robe of the quadrivium before he too can ascend 

into the realm of philosophical and cosmic transcendence.14  

 
B.  CHRÉTIEN’S FIRST ROMANCE: OUTLINING THE NATURE OF KINGSHIP VIA FICTIONAL MEANS 
  

Wittig’s and Wetherbee’s comparisons between B. Silv.’s Aeneas and Chrétien’s Erec are 

basically convincing. However, both fail to consider themes of kingship and public utilitas that 

permeate Erec et Enide, focusing instead on the developing relationship between the two 

eponymous characters, and, in Wetherbee’s case, on Erec’s path towards divine knowledge. These 

analyses make sense if one considers that other contemporaneous studies were primarily concerned 

with the marriage, crises, and reconciliation of the couple.15 Even recent scholarship has continued 

to concentrate on these themes at the expense of exploring the significance of the culminating 

coronation scene.16  

This failure of scholars to consider Chrétien’s magnificent crowning ceremony, however, 

proves hermeneutically problematic for several reasons. First, it is of great significance that in the 

proto-version of this plot, namely the Celtic narrative Geraint ab Erbin (Geraint son of Erbin), the 

final coronation scene is conspicuously missing. In fact, this tale, which scholars have long 

accepted to have served as the inspiration for Erec et Enide, ends with what in Chrétien’s narrative 

                                                
14 Wetherbee, Platonism and Poetry…, 239. 
15 Donald Maddox, Structure and Sacring: The Systematic Kingdom in Chrétien’s Erec et Enide (Lexington, 

Kentucky: French Forum, Publishers, 1978), 23. As Donald Maddox informs us, historians and literary critics at 
least up until the late 1970s had tended to pay nearly undivided attention to the middle section of the romance, 
dealing with psychological and conjugal issues, perhaps due to the modern preoccupation with psychological 
development of characters in the “throes of personal crises.”  

16 See for example, Douglas Kelly, “IV. Chrétien de Troyes” in The Arthur of the French: The Arthurian Legend in 
Medieval French and Occitan Literature, ed. Glyn S. Burgess and Karen Pratt (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 
2006), 162-163. 
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would become the penultimate episode, i.e., “the Joy of the Court” scene. Thus, whereas in the 

Celtic narrative the protagonist Geraint blissfully “rides into the sunset” with his wife after the 

“Joy” scene, Erec and Enide in Chrétien’s account progress to a final destination, i.e., their 

coronation—an episode that Chrétien goes to great lengths to describe.17 This disparity in narrative 

structure throws into relief the importance Chrétien assigned to his concluding scene. For here the 

author did not merely adopt the pattern of his literary source passively, but rather invented a new 

concluding scene for his version—an addition that he must have deemed necessary to his 

overarching narrative.  

Secondly, that Chrétien chose to place this coronation episode at the very end his narrative 

is also telling. Because romances were typically read aloud, it is the final crowning scene that the 

audience would tend to remember best and reflect upon most. Maddox argues:  

It is evident from the perspective of a twelfth-century … listener, for whom the full 
appreciation of the story stems from retrospective reflection upon the text rather 
than from repeated contact with all or part of it, isolated episodes are far less 
important to his understanding than the cumulative impact of the final scene.18   

  
Yet this closing episode is not the only time that Chrétien explores the theme of rulership.19 For as 

this chapter will show, all of the quests and crises that Erec and Enide face throughout the romance 

represent stepping stones to its culminating scene, where the couple, having matured and 

developed in manifold respects, are crowned as sovereigns. 

If we are correct in identifying that Chrétien’s overarching purpose in Erec et Enide is to 

represent “a fictional exploration of the nature of kingship,” then Chrétien’s aims become closely 

                                                
17 Anonymous, Geraint son of Erbin in The Mabinogion, trans. Sioned Davies (Oxford University Press, 2007), 178.  
18 Maddox, Structure and Sacring, 39. For more information concerning the implications of the Romances being read 

aloud, see Douglas Kelly, “IV. Chrétien de Troyes” in The Arthur of the French: The Arthurian Legend in Medieval 
French and Occitan Literature, 162-3. 

19 Maddox, Structure and Sacring, 24. 
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aligned with John’s.20 For whereas John attempts to lay out models of successful rulership 

throughout his political treatise, Chrétien is likewise outlining the nature of kingship via fictional 

means. Therefore, in their intention to “elevate a particular kind of kingship to the status of an 

instructive paradigm,” both works can be said to represent a kind of “mirror for princes.”21  

 
II.  Analogous Paths: Aeneas’s and Erec’s Progression Towards Effective Rulership 
 

At the core of John of Salisbury’s educational, ethical, and political theories lay the ideals 

of kingship and social responsibility. These notions heavily influenced his interpretations of the 

auctores—specifically his reading of the Aeneid. And although scholars have hitherto made little 

of the point, it can be shown that Chrétien held similar convictions: in Erec et Enide, the 

protagonists’ experiences and personal development culminate in their attaining of virtuous 

rulership and the establishment of harmonious social communities. Seen in this way, Chrétien’s 

Erec and John’s Aeneas follow converging paths that lead to a single destination.  

The comparisons that will be drawn in this section demonstrate that it was John’s 

interpretation of the Aeneid, not B. Silv.’s, that Chrétien was paralleling in his first romance. 

Indeed, whereas B. Silv. argued that Aeneas’s experiences led to philosophical transcendence, 

John believed that the purpose of his journey was to prepare him for virtuous rulership. This latter 

goal is paralleled in the quest of Erec, whose various adventures follow the precise trajectory that 

John’s Aeneas takes, and that John believes any princely ruler should follow. While the 

progression outlined by John is discussed above in Chapter 3, it would perhaps be helpful to 

provide a visual representation of these stages here: 

 
 

                                                
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid. 
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Table 4.1: Stages in the Development of Earthly Communities and Temporal Rulership as expressed 
through John’s Interpretation of the Aeneid, Books I–VI. 

 
 Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3 Stage 4 Stage 5:  

 

 Grace and Education and Personal Virtue Successful Ascent to the 
 Nature Personal Development and Social Harmony Rulership Divine 
 

 
 
We will now consider these stages in turn as they are explored in Chrétien’s first romance. 

A.  STAGE 1—GRACE AND NATURE: AENEAS, EREC, AND THE NATURE TOPOS 
  

John believed that Nature, via Grace, planted the “bough of virtue” (equated with the tree 

of knowledge) on the earth for humanity to seek and nourish. In assigning Nature a pivotal role in 

the narrative of humanity’s experience, John was following a well-trodden path. As discussed 

above in Chapter 2, Nature assumed a role of prime importance among Chartrian philosophers, 

largely due to the cosmological influences of Plato’s Timeaus. John’s conceptions of Nature 

(namely that its endowments do not suffice in themselves to fulfill the human experience), while 

broadly following those of his Chartrian colleagues (e.g., Alain de Lille), did differ from them 

somewhat. Furthermore, as shown in Chapter 3, his theories on Nature departed from other 

prevailing political theories of the time, including those informed by Augustine and Aristotle. Even 

though John’s conception of Nature is singular, it is the one that Chrétien seems to align with most 

closely in his first romance.  

The prominence of Nature in Chrétien’s Erec et Enide has received some attention from 

literary scholars in recent decades. Claude Luttrel’s The Creation of the First Arthurian Romance 

remains the seminal work on this topic.22 In this study, Luttrell claims that Chrétien’s handling of 

the Nature topos in his first romance “demands comparison” with the “philosophy of Nature” 

developed within the School of Chartres, especially as outlined in the allegorical poems of Alain 

                                                
22 Claude Luttrell, The Creation of the First Arthurian Romance: A Quest (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 

1974). 
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de Lille, namely his Anticlaudianus and De planctu Naturae.23 While Luttrell’s work is thought-

provoking in its own right, his comparing the Nature topos as employed by Chrétien to that of 

Alain de Lille does not take into consideration two themes that prove essential to Erec et Enide. 

The first lies, yet again, in the question of society and rulership. For while Alain’s work provides 

significant philosophical insight into the role of Nature in the human experience, he does not 

examine Nature’s role in the establishment of human communities or successful monarchies. As 

has already been discussed, however, themes of political bonds and rulership lay at the center of 

Erec and Enide’s personal journey. Secondly, while Alain in Anticlaudianus proposes that Nature 

produces the “perfect human,” which only then is contaminated by worldly vices and pleasures, 

Chrétien seems to argue the opposite: namely that Nature’s efforts in engendering Erec and Enide, 

while magnificent and necessary, are not sufficient. Rather, Nature’s creations must be improved 

upon through worldly experience and concerted effort—a notion that as we know parallels John’s 

own ideas on the subject. 

Chrétien first employs the Nature topos early on in his work in the lengthy and detailed 

introduction of the eponymous heroine. Here Chrétien says about her creation: 

Molt estoit la pucele gente, 
car tote i ot mise s’antante 
Nature, qui fete l’avoit. 
Ele meïsmes s’an estoit 
plus de cinc cenz foiz mervelliee 
comant une sole foiee 
tant bele chose fere sot,  
car puis tant pener ne se pot 
qu’ele poïst son essanplaire 
an nule guise contrefaire. 
De ceste tesmoingen Nature 
c’onque si bele criature 
ne fu veüe an tot le monde. 
Por voir vos di qu’Isolz la blonde 

                                                
23 Ibid., 8. 
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n’ot les crins tant sors ne luisanz, 
que a cesti ne fust neanz. 
Plus ot que n’est la flors de lis 
cler et blanc le front et le vis; 
sor la blanchor, par grant mervoille, 
d’une fresche color vermoille, 
que Nature li ot donee, 
estoit sa face anluminee. 
Si oel si grant clarté randoient 
que deus estoiles ressambloient 
onque Dex ne sot fere mialz 
le nes, la boche ne les ialz. 
Que diroie de sa biauté? 
Ce fu cele por verité 
que fu fete por esgarder, 
qu’an se poïst an li mirer 
ausi com an un mireor.24  
 
The maiden was very beautiful, for Nature in making her had turned all her attention 
to the task. Nature herself had marveled more than five hundred times at how she 
had been able to make such a beautiful thing just once, for since then, strive as she 
might, she had never been able to duplicate in any way her original model. Nature 
bears witness to this: never was such a beautiful creature seen in the whole world. 
In truth I tell you that Isolde the Blonde had not such shining golden hair, for 
compared to this maiden she was nothing. Her face and forehead were fairer and 
brighter than the lily-flower; contrasting marvelously with the whiteness, her face 
was illuminated by a fresh, glowing colour that Nature had given her. Her eyes 
glowed with such brightness that they resembled two stars; never had God made 
finer nose, mouth, nor eyes. What should I say of her beauty? She was truly one 
who was made to be looked at, for one might gaze at her just as one gazes into a 
mirror.25  

  
Because twelfth-century intellectuals often place the Nature topos at the crux of their 

theoretical programs, it can confidently be asserted that Chrétien’s references to Natura, as in the 

above passage, suggest more than mere aesthetic embellishment, but lend a moral-philosophical 

significance to the narrative.26 In this way the Nature topos contributes to the romance’s 

overarching purpose: for just as Nature constitutes the first stage in John’s concept of earthly 

                                                
24 Chrétien de Troyes, Erec et Enide (ed. Carroll), p. 20 (lines 411-441). 
25 Chrétien, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 42. 
26 Donald Maddox, “Nature and Narrative in Chrétien’s Erec et Enide” Mediaevalia 200/250 (1977): 60. 
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communities and temporal rulership, so does it provide the first rung for Erec and Enide’s 

progression toward their final coronation. As both John and Chrétien point out, however, even the 

most perfect of Nature’s creations, if uncultivated, ultimately fall short. 

Although Chrétien effusively characterizes Enide as the magnum opus of Nature’s efforts, 

he subsequently equates Enide’s beauty with Erec’s, thereby suggesting that both characters 

represent Nature’s ideal. Chrétien emphasizes this comparison early on, when the joyful couple is 

traveling to Arthur’s court for the first time. Our romance author describes them as equal in beauty, 

temperament, and wisdom: 

Molt estoient igal et per 
de corteisie dt de biauté 
et de grant debonereté. 
Si estoient d’une meniere, 
d’unes mors et d’une matiere, 
que nus qui le voir volsist dire 
n’an poïst le meillor eslire 
ne le plus bel ne le plus sage. 
Most estoient d’igal corage 
et molt avenoient ansanble. 
Li uns a l’autre son cuere anble; 
onques deus si beles ymages 
n’asanbla lois ne mariages.27 
 
They were very well and evenly matched in courtliness, in beauty, and in great 
nobility. They were so similar, of one character and of one essence, that no one 
wanting to speak truly could have chosen the better one or the more beautiful or the 
wiser. They were very equal in spirit and very well suited to one another. Each of 
them stole the other’s heart; never were two such beautiful figures brought together 
by law or by marriage.28 
 

This extraordinary congruity between the two main characters only seems to grow as they progress 

towards their marriage and its physical consummation. Erec gazes at Enide, as one might “gaze at 

                                                
27 Chrétien de Troyes, Erec et Enide, ed. and trans. Carleton W. Carroll (New York & London: Garland, 1987), p. 66 

(lines 1492-1504). 
28 Chrétien, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 56. 
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a mirror.” In fact, Nature had “fashioned them so well,” that they could not seem to keep their eyes 

off of each other in the bedroom chamber:29  

Cele nuit ont bien restoré 
ce que il ont tant demoré. 
Quant vuidiee lor fu la chanbre, 
lor droit randent a chascun manbre, 
Li oel d’esgarder se refont, 
cil qui d’amor la voie font 
et le message au cuer anvoient, 
que molt lor plest quanque il voient.30 
 
That night they fully made up for what they had so long deferred. When they were 
left alone in the room, they paid homage to each member. The eyes, which channel 
love and send the message to the heart, renewed themselves with looking, for 
whatever they saw greatly pleased them.31 

  
This idyllic reciprocity between Erec and Enide proves but an evanescent spark. In fact, 

the next morning, our hero and heroine are already noticing trouble in paradise: they both represent 

perfect creations, but even all that Nature can bestow upon them through her “assembly of virtues” 

(good-breeding, nobility, beauty, wisdom, and gentleness) is not sufficient for the fulfillment of 

their destiny. Indeed, Erec almost immediately falls into a state of inactivity. He loves his wife “far 

too much,” and pursuing no other delight than “embracing and kissing her,” he cares no more for 

arms or tournaments.32 Enide, fearing that her husband’s actions will result in his public ruin, is 

grieved by Erec’s abandonment of knightly duties, and feels compelled to speak up. In exhorting 

him to action, Enide shatters the parity that hitherto defined their relationship. This disruption of 

relational harmony proves a recurring theme throughout the remaining narrative, not to be 

reconciled until almost the end of the romance. 

                                                
29 Ibid., 58. 
30 Chrétien de Troyes, Erec et Enide (ed. Carroll), pp. 91-92 (lines 2049–2056).  
31 Chrétien, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 63. 
32 Ibid., 67. 
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This realization that Nature’s efforts are insufficient in themselves to bring Erec and 

Enide’s progression towards rulership to fruition is thrown into relief in the “Joy of the Court” 

episode—the couple’s final adventure before their coronation. Here, a knight named Mabonagrain, 

with his female lover, are confined within an Eden-like orchard, magically enclosed on all sides 

by air “as though it were ringed with iron.”33 The lady has tricked the knight into remaining in this 

arcadian paradise until a challenger defeats him, and the rows of stakes bearing his challengers’ 

heads attest to his many victories in the sylvan enclosure. After a ferocious duel, Erec manages to 

defeat the formidable knight, while Enide discovers that she has a kinship with the lady. 

Ultimately, Erec and Enide emancipate the knight and lady from their self-inflicted imprisonment, 

and reintroducing them into courtly society, restore the coveted “Joy” to their kingdom.  

Literary scholars have generally agreed that this lengthy episode reflects Erec and Enide’s 

own marital experiences. For just as their relationship turned inward on itself at the beginning, 

causing the couple to alienate themselves from their community and eschew their public duties, 

Mabonagrain and his inamorata’s relationship likewise isolates them from their community and 

causes their kingdom to suffer.   

One might expand upon the parallel just mentioned by noting that the knight and lady of 

the Joy of the Court, like Erec and Enide, also find Nature’s endowments wanting. While the latter 

couple represents Nature’s ideal, the former resides in Nature’s playground.34 In this idyllic setting, 

flowers and ripe fruit flourish all summer and winter, every kind of bird under heaven gleefully 

sings, and spices and medicinal plants abound.35 Yet, something is conspicuously missing. 

                                                
33 Ibid., 107. 
34 It is instructive to note that this emphasis on Nature is not present in the putative source for Chrétien’s own narrative, 

Geraint son of Erbin, where the enclosure is described as an “orchard” without any elaboration. Chretien’s addition 
of vivid descriptions of the flora and fauna within the enclosure must thus have served a definite purpose in 
furthering the meaning and significance of his narrative. See Mabinogion, 177. 

35 Chrétien, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 106 
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Mabonagrain tells Erec that he is suffocating—he is a “prisoner” kept against his will. And to 

make matters worse, those outside the sylvan enclosure are languishing, eagerly awaiting the 

promised Joy that will be granted them once Erec breaks the spell.36 

Lastly—just in case the first two examples do not convince us of Nature’s inadequacy—

Chrétien includes a peculiar detail about the fruit within the garden. As if directly citing John’s 

notion that Nature’s golden bough withers and dies if not properly nourished through education 

and the striving towards public utilitas, Chrétien explains that all of Nature’s flora—her trees of 

knowledge, as it were—deteriorate immediately when removed from the garden. In fact, 

transferring Natura’s produce out of the enclosure into public society proves an impossible task: 

y avoit flors et fruit maür, 
et li fruiz avoit tel eür 
que leanz se lessoit mangier, 
mes au porter hors fet dongier; 
car qui point an volsist porter 
ne s’an seüst ja mes raler, 
car a l’issue ne venist 
tant qu’an son leu le remeïst37 
 
And there were flowers and ripe fruit all summer and all winter, and the fruit had 
the peculiar property that although it could be eaten therein, it could not be carried 
out: anyone who tried to take some away could never discover how to get out again, 
for he could not discover the exit until he put the fruit back in its place.38 

  
Chrétien’s integration of the Nature topos, first in his description of Erec and Enide, then 

in his detailed discussion of the vernal orchard, suggests that Nature wanes as responsibility within 

courtly society waxes—a notion that parallels John of Salisbury’s own view on the relationship 

between Nature and public life. For as we will recall, John, in a transparently Ciceronian manner, 

railed against the Cornificians for believing that Nature could not be improved upon through 

                                                
36 Ibid., 112. 
37 Chrétien de Troyes, Erec et Enide (ed. Carroll), p. 250 (lines 5701-5708). 
38 Chrétien, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 107. 
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concerted effort and study. To John, such a stance not only denigrated the status of a liberal arts 

education, but imperiled society itself, since education and personal development lie at the crux of 

human communities. And as we know, this idea also informed John’s interpretation of Virgil’s 

golden bough. The literary evidence indicates, however, that Erec and Enide did not let this branch 

of virtue, which Nature had planted, wither and die. Their subsequent quests allow them to nourish 

Nature’s branches, thus fulfilling their second stage in the progression towards their destiny as just 

and virtuous monarchs.   

B. STAGE 2—CULTIVATING NATURE’S BOUGH THROUGH PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT AND 
EDUCATION: SEVEN QUESTS FOR SEVEN LIBERAL ARTS? 

 
The next stage in Erec and Enide’s journey follows upon the former’s incitement to action 

near the beginning of the romance. This phase of the narrative represents a break from the influence 

of the Nature topos and the awakening of “human will and initiative.”39 Indeed, Nature’s crowning 

achievement as embodied in Enide, and by extension Erec, represents merely the first rung of a 

progression towards rulership, which later is to be surpassed with “culture”—a new stage in the 

couple’s development represented via Chrétien’s description of their lavish clothing.40 In the 

beginning stage of their quest, when Erec has just won Enide’s hand and they journey to Arthur’s 

court, Chrétien relates how both are humbly attired—Enide in a worn and tattered dress, Erec in 

an unexceptional suit of armor given to him by Enide’s impoverished father. But their 

commonplace clothing only emphasizes the natural beauty that shines from within, a quality that 

Chrétien takes particular pains to describe at this point of the narrative.41  

The next notable mention of the couple’s attire occurs just prior to their embarking on a 

series of quests—the exact moment when Nature’s endowments are revealed as insufficient. At 

                                                
39 Maddox, “Nature and Narrative in Chrétien’s Erec et Enide,” 68. 
40 The idea of Nature being surpassed by “culture” can be found in Maddox, p. 68. 
41 Chrétien, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 56. 
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this point, Enide dons her best dress and Erec sports finely-wrought, costly, and luxurious armor.42 

Adorned in these extravagant garments, Erec and Enide are now poised to face the outside world 

although they must still “prove by their actions that they are worthy of the cultural emblems they 

wear.”43 Near the terminus of the romance, Arthur and Guinevere’s bestowal of opulent coronation 

garb onto the hero and heroine confirms that Erec and Enide’s efforts were successful—they have 

moved beyond their early “natural” stages, and, through effort and experience in the world, have 

integrated themselves within courtly society.  

John, of course, would be proud that Erec and Enide did not remain isolated within their 

wedding chamber, eschewing their public duties, but rather transcended their natural states by 

donning appropriate cultural accoutrements and setting out to serve the public utilitas. For in the 

realm of education, it was precisely such detachment from society that John, via Cicero, found so 

detestable about dialectic—a discipline that “remains forever engrossed in itself” and is thus not 

only “maimed and practically helpless,” but even destructive to society.  

In terms of isolation versus societal integration, it seems straightforward enough to place 

Erec and Enide’s actions within the context of John’s educational views. However, comparing our 

protagonists’ proceedings with John’s notions of dialectic might seem an excessive stretch of the 

imagination. For what could educational disciplines possibly have to do with the fantastical 

adventures upon which a knight and his bride would embark? The answer is—much more than 

one might expect.  

In fact, John would be proud not only of the fact that Erec and Enide ultimately live up to 

the symbolic value of their “cultural emblems,” but also of the way in which they accomplish this 

feat. For just as Aeneas must pass through the “groves of Trivia” and the “golden roofs” of 

                                                
42 Maddox, “Nature and Narrative in Chrétien’s Erec et Enide,” 69. 
43 Ibid. 
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Apollo’s temple (representing the trivium and quadrivium, respectively) before completing his 

progression towards becoming king of Italy, Chrétien requires his protagonist to take a parallel 

path through the seven liberal arts. Indeed, Erec and Enide must pass through the equivalent of the 

Aeneid’s proverbial groves and temple before they are equipped to fulfill their destiny as rulers.  

As we will see, when our romance hero sets out on his seven quests, he is not merely 

fighting dwarfs, knights, and giants in order to prove his chivalric prowess, he is also embarking 

on an intellectual ascent—a seven-step journey of knowledge and self-perfection that holds strong 

resonances with the cursus (curriculum) of the seven liberal arts. Such an interpretation is 

substantiated through the many connections that exist between Chrétien’s first romance and the 

De nuptiis Philologiae et Mercurii of Martianus Capella—a work that stood throughout the Middle 

Ages as the most important handbook on the liberal arts.44 The De nuptiis, a combination of verse 

and prose (prosimetrum), is divided into nine books. Like Erec et Enide it comprises a tripartite 

structuring.45 Books I and II, the “myth” section of the allegory, relate the marriage of Mercury—

representing intelligent pursuit—and Philology—who symbolizes the love of letters. Among the 

wedding gifts are seven maids personifying the seven liberal arts, who will be Philology’s servants: 

Grammar, Dialectic, Rhetoric, Geometry, Arithmetic, Astronomy, and Harmony.  

The first two books of the De nuptiis coincide with the premerains vers of Erec (which 

concludes with Erec and Enide’s wedding ceremony) in several significant ways. While the 

multifarious connections between the two works cannot be completely accounted for here, it is 

                                                
44 This didactic allegory (“The Marriage of Philology and Mercury”) of the fifth century belongs to a canon of late 

antiquity, including Macrobius’s commentary on Cicero’s Somnium Scipionis, Servius’s commentary on the Aeneid, 
and Boethius’s De consolation Philosophiae—writings that all influenced the intellectual milieu of twelfth-century 
Europe. See K. Sarah-Jane Murray, From Plato to Lancelot: A Preface to Chrétien de Troyes (Syracuse University 
Press, 2008), 174. The first scholar to suggest that Erec’s adventures symbolize a progression through educational 
levels was Karl Uitti, Chrétien de Troyes Revisited (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1995). 

45 Uitti, Chrétien de Troyes Revisited, 38. 
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perhaps helpful to provide some pertinent correlations: 1) Philology, like Enide, is young and 

beautiful, but also poverty-stricken; 2) just as Jupiter and his wife Juno welcome Philology to Mt. 

Olympus, Arthur and Guinevere receive Enide into their court; 3) Guinevere replaces Enide’s 

tattered dress with luxurious garments, just as Juno outfits Philology with attire worthy of courtly 

society; 4) the penury of both Philology and Enide seems to emphasize their natural beauty and 

wisdom, which exists apart from their social standing; 5) both texts in their first several lines stress 

the significance of unity, marriage, and harmony. To Martianus, this unity is symbolized by the 

“joining” of gods (copula sacra deum)—a concept exemplified by the divine wedding. Chrétien 

underlines this theme of unity through his bele conjointure, which connotes the beautiful 

combination of tales into a coherent whole, as well as the connubial harmony established between 

the happy couple.46  

The correspondences between the two works extend far beyond these opening passages. In 

the seven remaining books of De nuptiis, Martianus provides detailed descriptions of each 

discipline within the trivium and quadrivium. Likewise, Erec and Enide’s seven adventures supply 

us with an allegorical portrayal of the seven liberal arts. Because Chrétien putatively based these 

adventures on the Celtic narrative Geraint ab Erbin, we must not read Erec et Enide simply as a 

rewriting of De nuptiis, but should take both the Celtic and the classical influences equally into 

account when interpreting the romance.47 Through such a trifold comparison, it becomes evident 

that Chrétien modified certain narrative details of the traditional Welsh legend in order to align his 

story more closely with Martianus’s account of the seven liberal arts. The charts given below 

outline Erec and Enide’s seven adventures, providing a condensed version of correlations that can 

                                                
46 Ibid., 39. 
47 K. Sarah-Jane Murray, From Plato to Lancelot: A Preface to Chrétien de Troyes (Syracuse University Press, 2008), 

160. 
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be drawn between these three works. Under each heading is included a brief plot of the 

corresponding adventure in Erec et Enide. The first two rows outline the pertinent details of 

Geraint (when applicable) and De nuptiis, respectively. Row three shows how Chrétien revised 

these details in order to align more fully with the allegorical descriptions in De nuptiis.48 

1) The Trivium: Grammar, Dialectic, and Rhetoric 
 

Adventure 1: Grammar 
 

Plot:  Erec and Enide depart from the court of King Lac. Erec commands his wife to ride ahead of him and stay silent. 
Three robbers approach. Enide cries out in warning, thereby defying her husband’s wishes. Two of the assailants 
verbally and physically accost Erec before the latter roundly defeats them. The third robber flees into the woods—
Erec commands that he return and face him. Enide ties together the robbers’ three horses and the couple go on their 
way.  
 

Geraint  1) Four robbers approach 
De nuptiis  1 and 2) Grammar focuses on the “three parts of speech:” letters, syllables, and words (3.231) 
Erec et Enide 1) Three robbers approach 

2) Speech plays a pivotal role in this adventure:  
A. Enide vocalizes her concern—“que porrai dire?”   
B. Two robbers challenge Erec verbally. 
C. The third robber flees, but is verbally reprimanded by Erec.49 

 
Adventure 2: Dialectic 
 

Plot: Five knights approach looking for plunder. Immediately, they verbally agree to divide the couple’s effects. Erec 
vanquishes each knight in turn. 
 

Geraint  1) Three knights approach. 
De nuptiis  1) Dialectic consists of “five attributes of propositions” (4.398). 

2) Whereas Grammar focuses on “what,” dialectic focuses on “how.”  
Erec et Enide 1) Five knights approach, which seem to correspond, in turn, to dialectic’s “five attributes of     

propositions,”50 
2) Enide switches from Grammar—what she should say: “que porrai dire?”(2843)—to 
Dialectic—how she should say it: “comant li diraie gié?” (2992) 

 
Adventure 3: Rhetoric 
 

Plot:  Erec and Enide enter the court of Count Galoain, who passionately covets and woos Enide. The heroine rejects 
his advances and the count threatens to kill Erec. Fearing for her husband’s life, Enide persuasively deceives the count 
by assuring him of her love and promising to comply with the count’s demands. As a deceitful ploy, Enide instructs 
the count to send his men-at-arms in the morning to kidnap her. At dawn, Enide wakes Erec and persuades him to flee.   
 

Geraint  1) Enide wears her least attractive dress during this episode. 
De nuptiis  1) Martianus’s allegorical Rhetoric is luxuriously attired. She wears a robe “adorned with the 

light of all kinds of devices, which showed the figures of them all, while she had a belt under 
her breast adorned with the rarest colors of jewels” (5.427).   
2) Rhetoric’s “duty is to speak appropriately in order to persuade.” Its object is “through speech 
to persuade the hearer of the subject proposed” (5.439). 

                                                
48 Murray discusses these connections at length in From Plato to Lancelot, pp. 195-203. 
49 Ibid., 195. 
50 For a detailed explication of these five “attributes,” cf. Murray, From Plato to Lancelot, 197. 
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Erec et Enide 1) Enide is clothed in splendid garments: a rich, green tunic lined with white ermine and 
bedecked with more than “two hundred marks of beaten gold.” A jacinth and a ruby, “burning 
brighter than a burning carbuncle” are fastened onto the mantle. Its rich cloth is crisscrossed 
with “violet, red, indigo, white, green, blue, and yellow designs.”51   
2) In this episode, Enide consistently ”speaks appropriately in order to persuade” (5.439). First, 
she convinces the count of her love for him—a no doubt nearly impossible feat considering the 
count’s atrocious behavior. She then uses her powers of speech to persuade Erec to flee with her 
at daybreak—a laudable accomplishment considering that Erec had not hitherto been inclined 
to listen to Enide’s verbal admonitions. 

 
Erec and Enide’s departure from the nefarious Count Galoain ends the first half of their 

adventures, thus completing the first portion of their intellectual cursus—the trivium. They have 

successfully negotiated a passage analogous to Virgil’s “Groves of Trivia” and are ready to embark 

on the second leg of their intellectual journey—equivalent to Virgil’s aurea tecta.  

Erec’s response to Enide’s verbal admonishment indicates his readiness: Instead of 

berating her for her verbal proclivities, as he hitherto was wont to do, Erec is finally able (at least 

temporarily) to understand and appreciate his wife’s counsel. At this point in the narrative, Erec 

finally comes to appreciate his wife’s eloquence, and sees, through her speech, “clear proof of his 

wife’s loyalty.”52 Thus, just as Aeneas is able to comprehend the inscriptions on the doors of 

Apollo’s temple because he is well-versed in eloquence and the verbal arts, Erec, too, is able to 

understand the words of his wife, having traversed the equivalent of Virgil’s Trivia groves.  

a) Academic Skepticism, Rhetoric, and Situational Ethics: John’s Conceptions Concerning the 
Trivium’s Final Discipline  

 
A point that has not heretofore been mentioned in the literature, but which deserves 

consideration before moving on to a discussion of the quadrivium, involves the almost identical 

roles that John and Chrétien assign to the final discipline of the trivium—rhetoric. Indeed, both 

the political theorist and the romance author prize this discipline because of its capability for 

                                                
51 Chrétien, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 57. 
52 Ibid, 80. 
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replacing abstract and dogmatic truths with real-world circumstances, and thus to navigate the 

volatile and often dangerous conditions of courtly life.  

In comparing these conceptions of rhetoric, we start with John, whose views concerning 

the discipline were indebted to Cicero—especially ideas regarding its role and purpose in socio-

political relations. According to Cicero in De officiis, philosophy and politics were essentially one 

and the same—and there were three interrelated concepts that served to bring them together: 

academic skepticism, probable logic, and ultimately rhetoric.53  

Following in the steps of the great Roman orator, John identified strongly with the first of 

these, academic skepticism. And it was ultimately due to his reliance on this intellectual stance 

that John championed the rhetorical discipline. In the introduction of his Policraticus, John proudly 

proclaims himself as a skeptic: 

in philosophy I am a devotee of Academic dispute [i.e., as nurtured at the Platonic 
Academy of Athens], which measures by reason that which presents itself as more 
probable…. I am faithful to their rule in all matters that appear doubtful to the sage. 
For although the sect is supposed to introduce an element of obscurity in all 
discussions, none is more devoted to the critical examination of truth, and we have 
it on the authority of Cicero, who in old age took refuge in this school, that none is 
more friendly to progress.54  
 

Because of his reliance on this traditional form of skepticism, John subscribed to the idea that 

doubt and caution were more useful than unyielding truths, and therefore that dealing in 

probabilities was more productive than in necessities. As such, John believed that philosophy 

should not be restricted to abstract dogma—but should be able to conform to differing situations 

in order to be wholly useable in political life. Indeed, John constantly merges philosophy and 

politics throughout his Metalogicon, consistently advocating for a practical philosophy that does 

not deal in absolutes or necessities, but rather moderate doubt and probability; i.e., skepticism.  

                                                
53 Jonathan Zarecki, Cicero’s Ideal Statesman in Theory and Practice (London: Bloomsbury, 2014), 16. 
54 John of Salisbury, Policraticus prologue, 7.  
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John’s desire to merge philosophy and politics makes sense if one realizes that John was 

not solely a philosopher. Although an avid student of the subject during his early years, John tells 

us in his introduction to the Metalogicon that those days are largely over. Upon completing his 

formal education, John led a busy life as a church bureaucrat, diplomat, and politician, deeply 

entrenched in the intrigues of courtly life. Just as Cicero had been enmeshed in the political affairs 

of Rome, John, too, became a philosopher in action, and the philosophy he had learned in school 

needed to be modified to deal with the complex circumstances of his bureaucratic life. John felt 

the need first-hand to remove philosophy from the remote realm of dogmatic abstraction to the 

useful realm of practical probability, and it was through probable logic—the cornerstone of 

academic skepticism—that he was able successfully to make this transition.  

Throughout his works, John makes clear that we cannot always comprehend truths with 

exactness and certitude in the complicated world in which we live. Because of this, he (while 

stopping short of claiming that man cannot know things for certain in every circumstance) has no 

reservations about exchanging certainty for probability.55 Ultimately, John believed that it was 

through the discipline of rhetoric that probability could shine in all of its glory. Indeed, while John 

devotes very little space in his Metalogicon to rhetoric per se, it becomes clear through his lengthy 

discussion of probability in Book II (Chapter 3) that rhetoric assumes a hallowed place in his 

educational program. 

 In this section, John distinguishes “probability” from two other categories of what he calls 

“logic”—demonstration and sophistry.56 According to John, demonstration establishes basic 

                                                
55 Dallas J. Denery II, “John of Salisbury, Academic Scepticism, and Ciceronian Rhetoric,” in The Oxford History of 

Classical Reception in English Literature: Vol. 1: 800–1558, ed. Rita Copeland (Oxford Scholarship Online,  2016), 
7. 

56 John of Salisbury, The Metalogicon of John of Salisbury: A Twelfth-Century Defense of the Verbal and Logical Arts 
of the Trivium, Daniel D. McGarry, ed. and trans. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1962), II:3, p. 78.  
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principles and “deduc[es] conclusions from these.” Because demonstration “rejoices in necessity,” 

it “does not pay much attention to what various people may think about a given proposition.”57 In 

short, demonstration’s main concern is with establishing abstract truth, wholly independent of 

varying circumstances. Thus removed from practical reality, demonstration has, in John’s mind, 

only a limited application in the real world.  

On the other side of the spectrum lies sophistry, which, in not being based on facts, is 

merely “seeming wisdom”—a “shrewd deceiver” that “sweeps one along from the evident and true 

to the doubtful and false.”58 Unlike demonstration, sophistry is not concerned with truth at all, yet 

it has in common with demonstration that it is virtually useless, except as a “mental exercise.”59 

In the middle of these two extremes lies probable logic, which is neither based in necessity, 

nor does it reject truth altogether. Rather, it is “concerned with propositions which, to all or to 

many men, or at least to the wise, seem to be valid.”60 Following Plato, John further divides 

probability into dialectic and rhetoric, claiming that both rhetoricians and dialecticians work in 

probabilities, as both attempt to persuade an audience or a judge (respectively) and are not “too 

much concerned about the truth or falsity of an argument,” as long as they have “likelihood.”61 

John next draws a crucial distinction between the two disciplines, which causes him 

ultimately to place rhetoric higher than dialectic on the educational totem pole. According to John, 

while dialectic does attempt to assess the probability of a given outcome based on the process of 

“disputation,” the results of the inquiry are not founded in actual circumstances—they “do not 

descend to particulars.”62 Dialectic thus resolves questions “relative to itself” such as “is pleasure 

                                                
57 Ibid. 
58 Ibid., II:5, p. 83. 
59 Ibid. 
60 Ibid, II:3, p. 79. 
61 Ibid. 
62 Ibid., II:12, p. 102. 
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good?” or “Do good habits exist in the highest state?” However, because such questions are not 

based in individual circumstances, John opines that they have “little practical utility.”63  

Rhetoric, on the other hand, is inherently based in particulars. Indeed, the orator’s very job 

is to navigate at any given time his or her situation relative to circumstances (“who, what, where, 

by what means, why, how, and when”).64 Furthermore, while dialectic is aimed only at a single 

(often theoretical) opponent, rhetoric is aimed at real adversaries with the goal of soliciting general 

assent.65 As such, rhetoric—more concrete than dialectic, and certainly more useful than either 

demonstration or sophistry—was, to John’s mind, the most practical discipline. Being based in 

probabilities, it does not adhere strictly to necessity, nor is it based in hypothetical truisms. It is 

applicable here and now, and thus useful in handling the tumultuous—sometimes even 

dangerous—affairs of a bureaucratic life. 

Table 4.2—Subsets of Logic as Explained by John of Salisbury in his Metalogicon 
 

Demonstration 
 
1) establishes abstract 
truth 
2) has limited 
application in the real 
world 
 

Probable Logic 
 
1. Dialectic 
1) results of inquiry not founded in actual circumstance—
they “do not descend to particulars.” 
 
2. Rhetoric 
1) is inherently based in probabilities and particulars 
2) successfully negotiates each situation relative to 
circumstances 
3) the most practical discipline 

Sophistry 
 
1) seeming wisdom that 
is not based in facts 
2) has no application in 
the real world 

 
 
John’s reliance on academic skepticism, logical probability, and rhetoric exerted profound 

influence on his ethical theories. Betraying his deep indebtedness to Cicero, John advocated that 

volatile circumstances require adaptable morality, such that decisions are moral only insofar as 

they further the utilitas publica (public good). Holding to a theory of ethics that today would be 

                                                
63 Ibid., II:11, p. 100. 
64 Ibid, II:12, p. 101. John is here quoting from Boethius’s fourth book on Topics. 
65 Ibid., II:12, p. 102. 
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termed “situational,” John propounds that morality (honestum) is a fluid entity that should be in 

harmony with utilitas. And just as what is useful for the state varies with each changing situation, 

so also should honestum be able to adapt itself readily. John writes in Policraticus:  

the useful and honourable [must be] made equivalent…. No opinion is more 
pernicious than the opinion of those who separate the useful from the honourable; 
and the truest and more useful judgment is that the honourable and the useful may 
at all times be converted into one another.66 

  
Cicero had advocated a similar notion in his De officiis, positing that honestum is by no 

means constant, because what is useful to the common good is constantly in flux. For example, it 

is generally right to tell the truth, but even lying is acceptable if it is used to further the good of the 

state. Cicero puts it this way: “Occasions arise when the actions that seem most worthy of a just 

man, of whom we call good, undergo a change, and the opposite becomes the case.”67  

Such subordination of means to end—the equalizing of honestum and utilitas—is readily 

apparent throughout John’s Policraticus. In one section, John contends that circumstances inform 

morality—utilitas informs honestum: 

The circumstances that regulate all freedom from restraint, are dependent upon a 
preceding consideration of place, time, individual, and cause. It is this consideration 
which makes all transactions appear beautiful or condemns them as morally ugly. 
In each case, many roles are to be considered, since nature, situation, and fortune 
invests a man with its own garb and from these he must choose that which in his 
own case is becoming.68 

  
And of course, as we have seen, one of the virtues of rhetoric is its ability to don these various 

“garbs” in order to produce the most useful—and thus moral—arguments.69 A rhetorician’s 

                                                
66 John of Salisbury, Policraticus (trans. Nederman), IV:4, p. 37. 
67 Cicero, On Duties, Bk I, Ch. 107, ed. M. T. Griffin and E. M. Adams, trans. Margaret Atkins (Cambridge: n.p., 

1991), 13.  
68 John of Salisbury, Frivolities of Courtiers and Footprints of Philosophers: Being a Translation of the First, Second, 

and Third Books and Selections from the Seventh and Eighth Books of the Policraticus of John of Salisbury, trans. 
Joseph B. Pike (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1938), I:5, p. 28. 

69 According to Gary A. Remer, Quintilian likewise considered the role of utilitas to be “one of the virtues of 
eloquence.” See, Ethics and the Orator (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017), 29. 
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consideration of place, time, individual, and cause is crucial to determining what is morally 

sound—a concept that John repeatedly iterates throughout his works. Indeed, as Dallas Denery 

points out, “the first three books of the Policraticus read like case studies in rhetorical ethics.”70  

John devotes the first part of his political treatise to outlining scenarios that require 

typically moral actions to be replaced with their opposites in order to preserve or further the public 

utilitas. One of John’s most famous examples of this merging of honestum and utilitas concerns 

his discussion of flattery. Throughout the Policraticus, our author vehemently rails against 

insincere adulation, deeming it “inimical to all virtue” and the “scourge and plague of court life.”71 

Despite this negative assessment, John concedes that one actually should flatter a tyrant. And if 

necessary it is even ethical to slay him:  

It is not permitted to flatter a friend, but it is permitted to delight the ears of a tyrant. 
For in fact him whom it is permitted to flatter, it is permitted to slay. Furthermore, 
it is not only permitted, but it is also equitable and just to slay tyrants. For he who 
receives the sword deserves to perish by the sword.72 

  
b) Chrétien’s Parallel Conceptions of Rhetoric  
 

 

Let us now view the above discussion through the lens of Chrétien’s first romance. Through 

Enide’s encounter with Count Galoain—which as we know signifies the stage of rhetoric in the 

couple’s intellectual cursus—it becomes clear that Chrétien shares John’s appreciation for 

rhetoric: first, in its ability to function in probabilities and particulars instead of in dogmas, second, 

in its potential to navigate the tumultuous conditions of courtly life, and third, in its capacity to 

traverse the fluid relationship between honestum and utilitas by donning the most appropriate 

“garb” for any given instance.73  

                                                
70 Denery, “John of Salisbury…,”10. 
71John of Salisbury, Policraticus (trans. Nederman), VI: 6, p. 19. 
72 Ibid., III:15, p. 25. 
73 John of Salisbury, Frivolities of Courtiers and Footprints of Philosophers (trans. Pike), 1:5, p. 28. 
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 Enide realizes early on in the episode with the count that she cannot assuage her 

predicament through unwavering reliance on “unyielding truths.” Rather, she must move past 

ethical dogma if she is to navigate successfully the complex situation in which she finds herself. 

Initially Enide reveals her true feelings to the count—an act that only fans the flames of an already 

volatile situation: 

“Sire, de neant vos penez,” 
fet Enyde; “ce ne quet estre. 
Hé! mialz fusse je or a nestre, 
ou an un feu d’espines arse 
si que la cendre an fust esparse, 
que j’eüsse de rien faussé 
vers mon seignor, ne mal pansé 
felenie ne traïson! 
Trop avez fet grant mesprison, 
qui tel chose m’avez requise: 
je nel feroie an nule guise.” 
Lie cuens comance a enflamer: 
“Ne me deignerïez amer, 
dame?” fet il; “trop estes fiere.… 
Certes, je vos met an covant 
que, se vos mon talant ne feites, 
ja i avra espees treites. 
Ocirre ferai or androit, 
ou soit a tort ou soit a droit, 
vostre seignor devant voz ialz.”74 
 
 “Sir, your efforts are wasted,” said Enide; “that cannot be. Ah! Better that I were 
not yet born, or burned in a fire of thorns so that my ashes might be scattered, than 
that I should in any way be false towards my lord, or wickedly contemplate 
disloyalty or treason! The count fumed. “Don’t you think me worthy of your love, 
my lady?” he said. “You are too proud!… Truly, I promise you that, if you do not 
do as I wish, swords will be drawn. Rightly or wrongly, I shall have your lord slain 
forthwith, right before your very eyes.”75   

 
With the count’s death-threat, Enide sees the immediate necessity to abandon “unyielding truths,” 

and turns to flattery and deception. And it is through rhetoric that Enide finds the tools necessary 

                                                
74 Chrétien de Troyes, Erec et Enide (ed. Carroll), p. 146 (lines 3296-3321). 
75 Chrétien, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 78. 
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to accomplish this feat. Through a flourish of compelling yet deceitful persuasion, Enide convinces 

the count of her undying love: 

“Sire, faire le pöez mialz,” 
fet Enyde, “que vos ne dites: 
trop sereiez fel et traïtes, 
se vos ceanz l’ocieiez. 
Mes, biax sire, or vos apaiez, 
car je ferai vostre pleisir. 
Por vostre me püoez seisir: 
Je sui vostre et estre le vuel. 
Ne vos ai rien dit par orguel, 
mes por savoir et esprover 
se je porroie an vos trover 
que vos m’amessiez de boen cuer;76 
 
 “Sir, there is a preferable alternative to what you’re saying,” said Enide: “it would 
be an act of gross disloyalty and treachery if you killed him right here. But, good 
sir, calm yourself, for I shall do as you desire. You can take me as your own; I am 
yours and that is what I wish. I did not speak out of pride, but in order to learn and 
ascertain if I could be sure that you might love me truly…”77  
 
Enide’s rhetorical bout of flattery is a success. The count, per Enide’s request, not only 

delays his plan to kill Erec until the morning, but also pledges to Enide his love and service. Of 

course, the count’s vows mean almost nothing to Enide, who scarcely values them “except as a 

means of saving her lord.” Here, Enide follows John’s tenet that while it is not “permitted to flatter 

a friend, it is permitted to delight the ears of a tyrant,” as long as it furthers the publica utilitas. 

Chrétien puts it this way: 

Bien sot par parole enivrer 
bricon, des qu’ele i met s’antante: 
mialz est asez qu’ele li mante, 
que ses sires fust depeciez.78 
 

                                                
76 Chrétien de Troyes, Erec and Enide (ed. Carroll), p. 146 (lines 3322-3333).  
77 Chrétien, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 78. 
78 Chrétien de Troyes, Erec et Enide (ed. Carroll), p. 149 (lines 3380-3383). 
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She knew well how to intoxicate a rogue with words when she put her mind to it; 
it was far better that she lie to him than for her lord to be cut to pieces.79  

  
Enide, via rhetoric, thus subordinates her means to an end, just as is advocated by Cicero 

and John. Furthermore, while Enide had understood that it is appropriate to flatter a tyrant, Erec 

understands that for “whom it is permitted to flatter, it is permitted to slay.”80 For when the count 

pursued the couple, Erec did not hesitate, but struck the villainous knight with such violence that 

he “thrust more than a yard of his lance into the count’s side, knocking him unconscious from his 

horse.”81 Having thus taken full advantage of rhetoric’s powers in this episode, Erec and Enide are 

ready to enter into the final four stages of their intellectual odyssey—the quadrivium.  

2) The Quadrivium: Geometry, Arithmetic, Astronomy, and Harmony 
 

Adventure 4: Geometry 
 

Plot:  Erec is wounded in a grueling duel against Guivret le Petit, the rich and powerful king of a great territory. After 
an arduous fight, Erec introduces himself to Guivret, who is overjoyed at making his acquaintance and offers 
hospitality throughout his vast domain. Erec politely turns down the generous offer, and both men commend each 
other to God before going their separate ways. 
 

Geraint  1)  Gwiffred Petit owns “the valley below”82 
De nuptiis  1) Martianus’s Book VI on geometry is “a geographic survey of the world, with a geometric 

appendix added for good measure.”83 
Erec et Enide 1) Guivret is the only opponent of Erec who is explicitly connected to his land. 

 
Adventure 5: Arithmetic 
 

Plot: After briefly dueling with Sir Kay, Gawain, at King Arthur’s request, invites the couple to remain in Arthur’s 
camp until Erec has recovered from his wounds. Erec rejects the offer several times because he is intent on continuing 
his journey. The next day, the couple come upon a damsel in distress, whose knight, Cadoc of Cabruel, is in grave 
danger. Leaving Enide alone, Erec sets out to save Cadoc from two giants. After slaying both giants, the grateful 
knight declares Erec his friend.  
 

Geraint  1) Three giants appear 
De nuptiis  1) Arithmetic’s primary quality is a “dyad:” “discord and adversity” (6.732) . 

2) Arithmetic also comprises the “monad,” which is called “friendship, because it is “so compact 
that it is not cut into other parts” (6.731). 

Erec et Enide 1) Two giants appear, representing the dyad of discord and adversity. 
2) Cadoc’s sworn friendship represents the “monad”—the other important characteristic of 
arithmetic. 

                                                
79 Chrétien, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 78. 
80 John of Salisbury, Policraticus (trans. Nederman), III:15, p. 25. 
81 Chrétien, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 81. 
82 Anonymous, Mabinogion, 167. 
83 Félix Racine review of Martianus Capella. Les noces de Philologie et de Mercure. Tome VI. Livre VI. La géométrie, 

ed. Barbara Ferré, Bryn Mar Classical Review (2008). 
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Adventure 6: Astronomy 
 

Plot: Erec is gravely wounded in his battle with the giants. Enide, believing him to be dead, decides to take her own 
life. The Count of Limors intervenes. He brings Enide to his nearby castle, commanding his men to carry along Erec’s 
body so that he may be properly buried. The count, inflamed with love, and believing Erec to be dead, marries Enide 
against her will. A wedding feast ensues and the count forces Enide, who is deep in sorrow, to eat. Erec regains 
consciousness and, emboldened through his love for Enide, slices through the count’s head with his sword. Terrified 
by Erec’s apparent resurrection, the entire court flees the palace as fast as they can.    
 

Geraint  1) The Count of Limors does not marry Enide. A wedding feast is thus absent from the tale. 
De nuptiis  1) Astronomy’s speech takes place during a wedding feast. 

2) The guests of the feast are distracted by Silenus who is sleeping soundly because Arithmetic’s 
speech has strained his brain. Silenus begins to snore causing the wedding guests to laugh, 
thereby arousing him all of a sudden. “Shaking his corpse-like body, [Silenus] tried to stir it to 
motion” (6.805). 

Erec et Enide 1) The Count of Limors and Enide are engaged in post-nuptial celebrations.  
2) Erec is suddenly revived and, as if rising from the dead, successfully reinvigorates his 
“corpse-like body” in order to defend his wife. 

 
  

As Erec and Enide complete their fifth and sixth adventures, symbolizing Arithmetic and 

Astronomy, respectively, they easily slip into the seventh and final art of the quadrivium: 

Harmony. Immediately after Erec slays the heinous count of Limors, Erec embraces, kisses, and 

comforts his wife, and the couple enjoy a pinnacle of unity. Holding her firmly in his arms, “tightly 

against his heart,” Erec proclaims his love for Enide more strongly than ever before: 

…”Ma dolce suer, 
bien vos ai de tot essaiee. 
Or ne soiez plus esmaiee, 
c’or vos aim plus qu’ainz mes ne fis, 
et je resui certains et fis 
que vos m’amez parfitemant. 
Or voel estre d’or en avant, 
ausi con j’estoi devant, 
to a vostre comandemant;” 
Or n’es pas Enyde a maleise, 
quant ses sires l’acole et beise 
et de s’amor la raseüre.84 
 
My sweet love, I have tested you in every way. Don’t be dismayed any more, for 
now I love you more than ever I did, and I am once more certain and convinced that 
you love me completely. Now I want to be henceforth just as I was before, entirely 

                                                
84 Chrétien de Troyes, Erec and Enide (ed. Carroll), pp. 214-216 (lines 4872-4887). 
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at your command….” Now Enide suffered no more as her lord embraced and kissed 
her and reassured her of his love.85  
Such mutual affection reminds us of the very beginning of the couple’s relationship, when 

their love was perfect and it seemed that nothing could shatter the mirror of reciprocity that defined 

their devotion. This time, however, Erec and Enide’s harmony is indeed indelible. Nothing can 

now thwart their reclaimed parity, because they have properly cultivated Nature’s bough of virtue 

through exercitio. Their branch will no longer wither—it will live on, becoming increasingly 

vibrant as the romance climbs towards the climactic coronation scene. Indeed, a few days after the 

traumatic episode with the Count of Limors, as Erec was convalescing at the castle of the knight 

Guivret, Chrétien tells us that Erec could no longer find fault with Enide, for “he had come to 

understand her well…he had come to feel great love for her.”86 And once Erec has fully recovered, 

the couple, for the second time in the romance, revel fully in nuptial bliss. This time such physical 

satisfaction does not ruin their idyllic reality.  

or fu de toz beins aeisiee; 
or ot s joie et son delit. 
Ansanble jurent an un lit, 
et li uns l’autre acole et beise: 
riens nule n’est qui tant lor pleise. 
Tant ont eü mal et enui, 
il por li et ele por lui, 
c’or ont feite lor penitance. 
Li uns ancontre l’autre tance 
comant il li puise pleisir: 
del sorplus me doi bien teisir. 
Or ont low amor afermee 
et lor grant dolor oblïee, 
que petit mes lor an sovient.87 
 
… now she had everything she wished now she had joy and her delight. They lay 
together in one bed, and embraced and kissed each other; nothing else pleased them 
as much. They had endured so much pain and trouble, he for her and she for him, 
that now they had done their penance. They vied in finding ways of pleasing each 

                                                
85 Chrétien, Erec et Enide (Penguin ed.), 97. 
86 Ibid, 101. 
87 Chrétien de Troyes, Erec et Enide (ed. Carroll), p. 228 (lines 5199-5213).  
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other; about the rest I must keep silent. Now they had confirmed their love and 
forgotten their great sorrow, which they hardly remembered any more.88  
After physically reconfirming their love, Erec and Enide depart Guivret’s castle with the 

intention of proceeding to the court of King Arthur. One last adventure, however, lies between the 

couple and their reunion with the great king—the famous “Joy of the Court” episode. Here, through 

Enide’s dialogue with her cousin (mistress of the knight Mabograin), Enide makes her lengthiest 

proclamation of love for her husband:  

Il m’ainme molt, et je lui plus, 
tant qu’amors ne puet estre graindre. 
Onques ancor ne me soi faindre 
de lui amer, ne je ne doi. 
Voir, mes sires est filz de roi, 
et si me prist et povre et nue; 
par lui m’est tex enors creüe 
qu’ainz a nule desconseilliee 
ne fu si granz apareilliee.89 

He loves me deeply and I love him even more: our love cannot be greater… My 
lord is in every way the son of a king, yet he took me when I was poor and naked. 
Through him my repute has increased to much; greater honour was never bestowed 
upon any poor, unprotected creature.90 

  
Clearly, harmony has been sustained, and as is perhaps appropriate, this relational euphony finds 

its culmination in the coronation scene. For just as at the beginning of the romance the couple was 

“of one character and of one essence,” so now are their thrones “completely alike in appearance 

and of the same size.… [identical] in height, in breadth, and in ornamentation.”91 By the end of the 

romance, perfect parity between the couple has been restored and one can only assume that it is 

there to stay.  

 
 
 

                                                
88 Chrétien, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 101. 
89 Chrétien de Troyes, Erec et Enide (ed. Carroll), p. 274 (lines 6260-6268). 
90 Chrétien, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 114. 
91 Ibid., 119. 
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C.   STAGE 3—PERSONAL VIRTUE AND SOCIAL HARMONY:  
  “WOE TO THE LAND WHOSE KING IS A CHILD”92 
 

It is important to realize that the personal harmony established between Erec and Enide, 

while obviously a crucial thread of Chrétien’s story, by no means represents the narrative’s 

ultimate goal. In fact, the couple’s personal development and their restored parity is only a stage 

of a much more significant euphony—one that transcends their personal lives to wash over society 

at large. And as we know, John would have had it no other way. For in casting the Policraticus as 

a “mirror for princes,” John follows closely in the footsteps of Cicero, who believed that a ruler’s 

personal development is inextricably bound up with social harmony. When the head does not 

properly cultivate his dignity via study and education, the entire body languishes—a notion 

succinctly emphasized in John’s reference to Isaiah: “Woe to the land whose king is a child.”93 

That Chrétien draws a similar connection between the cultivation of private dignity and 

societal accord becomes amply evident throughout the latter half of his romance. Indeed, the direct 

relationship between a ruler’s virtue and the condition of society becomes a prominent theme as 

Erec and Enide come to the terminus of their intellectual cursus. And like John, who employs a 

template of the physical body to illustrate political organization, Chrétien also frequently uses the 

human form to represent the intimate connection between the ruler and his body politic.  

Such a correlation becomes manifest with the seventh and final rung of Erec and Enide’s 

intellectual journey—Harmony. For as soon as Erec holds his wife “tightly against his heart” and 

Enide reciprocates, they begin to make a more concerted effort to integrate themselves fully within 

society.94 Moreover, the joy that radiates from their personal harmony proves contagious. Erec and 

Enide are no longer children—and society will be noticeably better off for it.  

                                                
92John of Salisbury, Policraticus (trans. Nederman), V:6, p. 70 
93 Ibid. 
94 Chrétien, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 97. 
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With Erec and Enide having nearly completed their series of quests, they are now prepared 

to assimilate themselves into their social environment. This is seen in the episode immediately 

succeeding their transition into their seventh and final educational stage. Here, the knight Guivret, 

who had set out to avenge Erec’s misfortune at the hands of the Count of Limors, mistakes Erec 

for an adversary on the road and severely wounds him in a duel. Believing Erec to be dead, Enide 

leaps from behind the bushes, berating Guivret for attacking a solitary man. Eventually Enide 

reveals Erec’s identity, and Guivret, “full of joy,” assures the couple of his friendship and invites 

them to his castle.95 Our badly wounded hero accepts the invitation without hesitation, and the 

couple allows Guivret’s sisters to tend to Erec’s wounds day and night. Once Erec’s body has fully 

healed, Enide, too, is “filled with joy” and they proceed physically to reaffirm their love. Erec and 

Enide, having now found personal Harmony, are now able to extend such joy to others; healthy 

and happy, the two depart to seek Arthur’s court—but they do not go alone. Per Guivret’s own 

request, the generous knight and his comrades accompany the couple. The entourage, richly 

outfitted and exhibiting “fine goshawks,” “sparrow-hawks,” and “many a pointer and greyhound,” 

joyfully set out.96 Thus, as reflected through the healing of Erec’s body, the personal Harmony 

between the couple has been restored—and this vigor is beginning to perfuse the body politic. 

The exhibition of social harmony in this scene is unparalleled in Chrétien’s narrative up to 

that point. In fact, when juxtaposed with the couple’s encounter with King Arthur several episodes 

earlier in their journey (i.e., the “Arithmetic” stage), the singularity of this manifestation is thrown 

into relief. In this instance also, Erec is badly wounded—this time by Sir Kay. The latter 

immediately recounts his encounter to Arthur and his court, who are residing in tents nearby. 

Following the king’s request, Gawain sets out to invite the couple to “come and take pleasure” 

                                                
95 Ibid., 99. 
96 Ibid., 103. 
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with them. Although in dire health, Erec refuses the royal couple’s pleas. Not willing to take no 

for an answer, however, Gawain sends a squire to tell the king to take his tents down and set up 

camp a few leagues in front of Erec—for he “absolutely refuses to abandon his path to seek 

lodging.”97 As the king carries out the ploy, Gawain delays Erec—an interaction that desperately 

annoys the latter. Eventually the trio approaches the king’s relocated tents, where everyone 

“welcomes them joyfully.”98 However, unlike the later encounter with Guivret and his court, joy 

in this instance is only ephemeral. For when the welcoming committee sees Erec’s wounds, their 

joy immediately “turn[s] to anger,”99 and such sorrow only intensifies as Erec rudely insists on 

departing the court the next morning. King Arthur, shaking his head, is just short of aghast: 

Li rois en a crollé le chief, 
et dist: “Ci a molt grant meschief, 
quant vos remenoir ne volez. 
Je sai bien que molt vos dolez; 
remenez, si feroiz que sages, 
car il sera trop granz domages, 
se vos an ces forez morez. 
Biax dolz amis, car remenez 
tant que vos soiez respassez.”100 
 
At this the king shook his head and said: “There is something very wrong here, if 
you do not wish to stay. I know full well that you are in great pain; if you want to 
act sensibly, then stay—for it will be a great loss if you die in this forest. Dear good 
friend, do stay until you have recovered.”101  

  
Erec forcefully declines the invitation yet again. And just as social disharmony seems to define 

this encounter, Erec and Enide’s personal relationship is equally at odds. Erec’s body is so badly 

mangled that Enide cannot even share a bed with him that night. Erec’s languishing corporeal state  

thus reflects the analogous condition of his personal and social bonds.  

                                                
97 Ibid., 88. 
98 Ibid., 89. 
99 Ibid. 
100 Chrétien de Troyes, Erec et Enide (ed. Carroll), p. 186 (lines 4199-4207).  
101 Chrétien, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 89. 
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The next morning, Erec refuses to permit others to accompany him and his wife on their 

remaining journey—a stark contrast to the departure of Guivret and his entourage. And, unlike 

their later egress pervaded with joy, the couple’s abrupt and solitary departure from Arthur’s 

company deeply wounds the court—“it distresses everyone for no one thought ever to see them 

again.” They all “display such sorrow as though they were looking at him already dead.”102 

Chrétien seems to be telling us that at this early stage of their journey, Erec and Enide are still 

children who have miles to go before they sleep. The remainder of their intellectual cursus awaits. 

This correlation between personal maturity and social harmony becomes more evident as 

the narrative proceeds to the Joy of the Court episode. As has already been established, this scene 

(which takes place directly after the couple, with Guivret and his entourage, set out to find King 

Arthur) essentially reflects Erec and Enide’s own journey. And this interlude concisely underlines 

the couple’s own experiences in their new-found stage of Harmony. Due to its condensed nature, 

we can see even more plainly that the maintenance of successful social bonds relies directly on the 

virtue of its rulers. Indeed, the failure of Mabograin and his mistress to cultivate Nature’s bough 

properly not only affected them personally but had dire consequences for society at large. 

According to Mabograin’s uncle, King Evrain, their relationship “brought suffering to many a 

good man.”103 And just as Erec and Enide’s new-found personal harmony is contagious, 

Mabograin’s disharmony with his mistress in the garden is communicable on an equally large 

scale. With the world outside the enclosure languishing, “all the people followed” Erec to the 

source of this despair in the hopes that joy would be restored to their community. Of course, their 

prayers would soon be answered. As Erec blows the horn, breaking the spell of the “Joy,” not only 

Enide and Guivret “greatly rejoice,” but the entire community is ecstatic:  

                                                
102 Ibid. 
103 Ibid., 106. 
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n’i a un seul cui molt ne siee 
et molt ne pleise ceste chose; 
nus n’i cesse ne ne repose 
de joie feire et de chanter. 
Ce jor se pot Erec vanter 
c’onques tel joie ne fu feite; 
ne porroit pas estre retreite 
ne contee par boche d’ome104 
 
there was not a single one who did not gladly welcome this. Everyone sang and 
rejoiced without cease or rest. That day Erec could boast that never had there been 
such rejoicing; it could not be described nor recounted by human tongue.105 

  
As the two couples emerge from the garden and return to the court along with their entourage, the 

town is brimming with Harmony: “Everyone, high and low, poor and rich, greeted [Erec] and 

bowed…[and] brought him to the court and strove to show their joy.” In a literal portrayal of 

Harmony, the court erupts into song, as “vielles resounded, fiddles, psalteries, symphonia, and all 

the string instruments that one could mention or name.”106   

That Chrétien shares John of Salisbury’s notion that the health of the body politic relies on 

the health of its head becomes yet more evident only a few lines later, when the author describes 

the declining court of King Arthur. Here again, Chrétien, like John, uses the physical body to 

emphasize this connection. Immediately after departing from the “Joy,” Erec and Guivret journey 

to King Arthur’s court, which they find severely afflicted. Arthur is physically ill—“he had been 

bled the previous day”—and his court is equally unhealthy. Indeed, “the king had never before in 

any season been so alone, and he was greatly distressed that he did not have more people at his 

court.”107 Fortunately, however, the Harmony that Erec has cultivated within himself and with his 

wife again proves infectious. For just as Erec’s appearance had healed the court of Evrain, so does 

                                                
104 Chrétien de Troyes, Erec et Enide (ed. Carroll), p. 268 (lines 6120-6127).  
105 Chrétien, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 112. 
106 Ibid., 115. 
107 Ibid. 
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it cure Arthur’s own court. Indeed, when Arthur hears of Erec’s approach, he rallies immediately, 

exclaiming “May they be welcome like worthy and valiant barons! I know no better than those 

two anywhere; my court will be much enhanced by them” (D’aus iert mout ma corz amandee [(l. 

6437])—a prediction that would soon be realized.108 As Tom Artin points out, Chrétien “puns” 

here unmistakably on corz (court) with cors (body). For just as Arthur’s own body requires healing, 

so also does his deteriorating court, of which he is the head.109 Chrétien seems to employ this 

double-meaning yet again before the final coronation scene, when Arthur bestows new clothes on 

400 newly-dubbed knights in order “to improve the appearance of his court” (Por ce que sa corz 

miaudre apeire). According to Chrétien, Arthur’s court will look better if his knights’ physical 

bodies are more magnificently appareled—knights who collectively make up the body politic.110   

Political and social harmony now abound throughout the courts of Evrain and Arthur—a 

phenomenon made possible via the extension of Erec and Enide’s carefully cultivated personal 

harmony. However, as perhaps is to be expected, not until the coronation scene do we see this 

harmony shine forth in all its splendor. It is to this climactic episode that we now turn.  

D.  STAGE 4—SUCCESSFUL RULERSHIP: “FLOURISHING IN THIS WORLD”111 
 

In John’s interpretation of the Aeneid, the protagonist journeyed through the groves of the 

Trivia and aurea tecta of the quadrivium, not in order to “contemplate the invisible” (as B. Silv. 

suggested), but rather as a means to understand how one can better flourish in this world, and more 

specifically, how a secular ruler can establish harmonious societies via the wielding of effective 

power. John, in assigning an entirely secular purpose to education by placing it in the service of 

                                                
108 Ibid., 116. 
109 Tom Artin, The Allegory of Adventure: Reading Chrétien’s “Erec and Yvain” (Bucknell University Press, 1974), 

131.  
110 Chrétien, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 119. 
111 John of Salisbury, Policraticus (trans. Nederman), IV:10, p. 55. 
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rulership and social cohesion, follows in the footsteps of Cicero. In doing so, he also strays from 

other eminent intellectuals such as Augustine and Hugh of St. Victor, who place education at the 

service of theological study. As this section will show, Chrétien, too, seems to diverge from these 

more conventional educational theories by postulating in his first Arthurian romance a conception 

that is analogous to John’s view of the ultimate goal of liberal arts study.    

Upon the death of Erec’s father, our couple is poised to become king and queen of Lac. 

And as they approach their destination, we cannot help but notice that they have come a long way 

from where they started. For having successfully cultivated the boughs of virtue that Nature had 

planted via their intellectual cursus, they have achieved Harmony not only between themselves, 

but have successfully extended it far beyond their intimate sphere. Furthermore, they have, through 

exercitio, cultivated personal virtue and are thus prepared to rule successfully. Erec is no longer 

the selfish lover who eschews his knightly duties; Enide is no longer the Dido that distracts Erec 

with unruly passion. Our heroine has been transformed into Lavinia—the prudent wife who does 

not inhibit her husband’s rulership but contributes to it—and in fact will rule on equal footing with 

him. And Erec—the “progressing man”—has undergone an equally dramatic transformation: 

Through his adventures (symbolizing the liberal arts), he, like John’s Aeneas, has learned that 

“another way must be traveled by those who wish to attain the fond embraces of Lavinia and the 

destined kingdom of Italy as a sort of citadel of beatitude.”112 Erec learns to harmonize “the fond 

embraces” of Enide with the rulership of his “destined kingdom.” He no longer views Enide’s 

admonitions as detrimental, but as advantageous to his quest towards kingship. 

Erec and Enide’s actions surrounding their coronation align closely with what John of 

Salisbury outlined as proper monarchical conduct, attesting to the fact that their natures have been 
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properly nourished. For according to John, the ruler “acts rightly when he raises the church to the 

apex, when he extends the practice of religion … when he exalts the humble, when he is generous 

to the destitute, more frugal with the wealthy, when justice walks constantly before him and sets 

his course on the way of prudence and all the other virtues.”113  

Erec, upon hearing of the death his father, the king of Lac, reacts exactly as John propounds 

a virtuous ruler should, i.e., by “rais[ing] the church,” “exalt[ing] the humble” and being “generous 

to the destitute.”114 Indeed, upon hearing the news, he, for the first time in the narrative, respects 

and exalts both the sacerdotium and the needy:  

[Erec] fist chanter vigiles et messes, 
promist et randi les promesses 
si com il les avoit promises, 
as meisons Deu et as eglises. 
Molt fist bien ce que fere dut: 
povres mesaeisiez eslut 
plus de cent et seissante et nuef, 
as povres clers et as provoires 
dona, que droiz fu, chapes noires 
et chaudes pelices desoz.115 
 
 [Erec] had vigils and Masses sung…he made vows to the hospices and churches 
and honoured them.… He chose more than one hundred and sixty-nine paupers and 
dressed them all in new clothing: to the poor clerics and priests he gave … black 
copes and warm pelisses to go under them.116    

  
The priesthood is further elevated during the coronation: 

Puis comanda avant venir 
les evesque et les prïeus 
et les abez religïeus, 
por enoindre le novel roi… 
Maintenant sont avant venu 
tuit li prelat, juesne et chenu, 
car a la cort avoit assez 
clrs et evesques et abez. 

                                                
113 John of Salisbury, Policraticus (trans. Nederman), VI:26, p. 141. This passage is also quoted above in Chapter 3. 
114 Chrétien, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 117. 
115 Chrétien de Troyes, Erec et Enide (ed. Carroll), p. 285 (lines 6483-6493). 
116 Chrétien, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 117. 
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L’evesques de Nantes meïsmes, 
quit mold fu prodom et sainteismes, 
fist le sacre del roi novel 
molt saintemant et bien et bel, 
et la corone el chief li mist.117 
 
Bishops and abbots of the religious orders … came forward to anoint the new 
king.… All at once all the prelates, young and old, came forward, for at the court 
there were many clerics, and bishops, and abbots. The bishop of Nantes himself, 
who was a very saintly gentleman, most piously and fittingly performed the 
coronation of the new king and put the crown upon his head.118 

  
While clerics anoint the new king, and the bishop of Nantes crowns him, it is telling that it 

is not an ecclesiastical authority, but rather a secular one (King Arthur), who bestows upon Erec 

the sceptre, the ultimate symbol of power, and the emblem that signifies Erec’s official kingship:  

Li ceptres fu au roi bailliez, 
qui a mervoilles l’esgarda, 
si le mist, que plus ne tarda,  
li rois Erec an sa main destre: 
or fu rois si com il dut estre.119 
 
The scepter was given to the king [Arthur], who looked at it with wonder; then, 
without delay, he placed it in Erec’s right hand. Now he was king as was proper.120 

  
That the secular sphere bestows upon Erec his true authority implies that the church’s 

power over the king is merely symbolic—a conception of the relationship between saeculum and 

sacerdotium that resonates with John’s own ideas: that saeculum et saecerdotium comprise wholly 

independent spheres, each deriving its authority separately from God himself, and thus exerting 

no control over one another. While the prince is not forced to submit to the church (an autonomy 

symbolized by Erec and Enide’s secular coronation), the ruler, if he has been steeped in a liberal-

arts education and has “disposed all [his] affairs toward virtue,”121 will want to honor the Church 

                                                
117 Chrétien de Troyes, Erec et Enide (ed. Carroll), p. 300 (lines 6810-6823). 
118 Chrétien, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 121. 
119 Chrétien de Troyes, Erec et Enide (ed. Carroll), p. 300 (lines 6836-6840). 
120 Chrétien, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 121. My emphasis. 
121 John of Salisbury, Policraticus (trans. Nederman), V:2, p. 66. 
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voluntarily—an act of homage that Erec and Enide exhibit throughout their coronation process. 

Indeed, our romance couple maintains this reverence for the sacred sphere directly after their 

crowning ceremony when they and their entourage go “to the main church to hear the Mass and 

service; they [go] to pray at the cathedral.”122  

Throughout the coronation episode, it becomes evident that the two protagonists have 

finally reached the shores of their Italy, i.e., the kingdom of Lac, and are fully prepared, as 

paragons of personal virtue, to ensure that their kingdom abounds in harmony. And, of course, 

they do just this. Counts, kings, knights, barons, ladies, clerics, bishops, and abbots “from many 

diverse lands” gather for their coronation and exude so much joy that it “quite stole Erec’s heart 

away.” Unlike Arthur’s court, rapidly deteriorating due to its head’s own suffering, the coronation 

scene is replete with ornate tapestries, rich jewels, and sumptuous feasts, with the music of church 

bells and profuse singing revealing the ebullience of the spectacle. Having properly cultivated their 

own natures, the virtue of the new monarchs overspreads their kingdom, now brimming with 

wealth, happiness, and Harmony.  

Chrétien lucidly portrays this phenomenon through his description of Erec and Enide’s 

crowns. For according to the author, these diadems of solid gold, decorated with coruscating 

carbuncles, shine so brightly that they surpass the “light of the moon”—in fact the light they reflect 

so “thoroughly dazzle[s]” the palace that “for a while they cannot see a thing.”123 With virtuous 

rule finally having been attained, a glistening Harmony overwhelms its subjects. As John puts it, 

just as “the sun shines over the whole world so that the whole world may be seen and discerned 

all at once,” so does the virtuous prince become “another sun,” who “acts rightly above all.”124  

                                                
122 Chrétien, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 121. 
123 Ibid., 121. 
124 John of Salisbury, Policraticus (trans. Nederman), IV:10, p. 55. 
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E.  STAGE V—ASCENT TO THE DIVINE: “SCALING THE HEAVENLY MANSIONS”125 
 

Both rulers and subjects of our romance narrative are unmistakably “flourishing in this 

world”—they are “abounding with the most sweet worldly things” and reveling in earthly joy. 

However, this temporal Harmony found in the Kingdom of Lac does not long remain in the realm 

of the mundane. As John reminds us in Policraticus, the secular sphere, which consists of both 

rulers and subjects, can, when properly cultivated, easily transcend its earthly home and find its 

destiny in the celestial domain. In a construct of microcosm/macrocosm that parallels John’s own 

conception, Erec and Enide and the society they rule over are quickly “transported from riches to 

riches, from delights to delights, from glory to glory, from things temporal to things eternal.”126  

As discussed above in Chapter 3, John’s idea that the secular sphere is entirely independent 

from the sacred realm by no means “secularizes” the saeculum. For just because non-ecclesiastical 

rulers exercise purely temporal duties, and secular society comprises earthly communities, this by 

no means relegates their experiences purely to the temporal world. Based firmly in the Neo-

Platonic tradition, John posits that the physical body represents the microcosm of successful 

human communities, just as the latter represents the microcosm for the euphony of the cosmos—

a composite of layers that one can effortlessly shift between. As such, the prince, acting as society’s 

head, becomes an image of the divine. His authority is thus decisively sacred as it flows directly 

from the fountain of God’s will.  

Similarly, Erec, when he finally becomes the virtuous head of his community, immediately 

transcends his temporal condition—he “scales the heavenly mansions,” as it were, and as the 

                                                
125 Ovid, Fasti, trans. James G. Frazer, Loeb Classical Library 253 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1931), 

Book I, p. 23, lines 295–308. 
126 Ibid. 
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imago dei, ascends to the divine. Chrétien highlights this transcendence through his description of 

Erec’s scepter—a staff that symbolizes purely secular authority but reflects a much higher power: 

Del ceptre la façon öez, 
qui fu plus clers c’une verrine, 
toz d’une esmeraude anterine, 
et si avoit plain poing de gros. 
La verité dire vos os 
qu’an tot le monde n’a menier 
de poisson, ne de beste fiere, 
ne d’ome, ne doisel volage, 
que chascuns lonc sa propre ymage127 
 
Hear how the sceptre was made: it was brighter than stained glass, made from a 
single emerald that was as big as a fist. I dare say, in truth, that in all the world there 
is no manner of fish, or wild beast, or man, or flying bird, which was not wrought 
and carved there, each accurate in its true image.128 

  
Erec, as a righteous monarch, now virtually holds the world in the palm of his hand. He 

has clearly risen above his temporal throne and has, as Ovid—via John—posits, “secured his 

throne in eternity.”129 But Erec is not the only one to rise above the temporal realm. For the earth 

and all its creatures etched on the spherical emerald represent not a broken and fallen world, but 

rather a world perfected—one “accurate in its true image.” In this way, society too has “scaled the 

heavenly mansions.”130 The dysfunctional garden of the Joy of the Court has transcended its fallen 

state—and a true garden of Eden, in its pristine, immaculate condition, has taken its place. 

 

 

 

 
 
 
                                                
127 Chrétien de Troyes, Erec et Enide (ed. Carroll), p. 300 (lines 6826-6835). 
128 Chrétien, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 121. 
129 Ovid, Fasti, VI: 26, pp. 141-142. 
130 Ibid. 
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Chapter 5 
 

Courtly Prescription and Proscription: 
Situating John and Chrétien within the Social and Political Context of  

Henry II’s Court  
 

 
This thesis has attempted thus far to draw intellectual parallels between John of Salisbury 

and Chrétien de Troyes, thereby serving to situate the incipient romance genre more firmly within 

the twelfth-century renaissance and the Chartrian spirit. Up to now the discussion has paid little 

attention to the social and political environments in which the two writers found themselves, and 

how their respective works fit into those contexts. This final chapter will examine those realities, 

demonstrating that even with regard to their working environments and circumstances, John and 

Chrétien moved within a very small world. To highlight the congruity more strongly, this chapter 

argues that both authors responded to their circumstances in similar ways, evidencing 

corresponding purposes for putting their pens to parchment.  

In considering these matters, the following discussion proposes, if not to resolve, at least 

to shed light on an ongoing controversy within the historiography regarding the purpose of the 

romance genre itself—why was it created and what function did it serve in the courts? The debate 

on this issue falls into two camps. On the one hand, scholars argue that the emergence of the 

romance, with its novel subject matter of courtly, chivalric themes, resulted from the changing 

social conditions of the courts.1 It was a passive outgrowth, they argue, of shifting mechanisms 

within twelfth-century aristocratic society. Other historians propound that the courtly codes of the 

                                                
1 While no systematic code of behavior is discernible from the literature of the time, chivalry and courtliness represent 

in the most general terms men who are both brave and merciful in battle and polite in courtly society. See Constance 
Bouchard, Strong of Body, Brave & Noble (New York: Cornell UP, 1998), 109. This is not to say that the chanson 
de geste was replaced by the more “courtly” literature. Indeed, the chanson remained a viable and flourishing genre 
throughout the Middle Ages, and even experienced a renewal in the later medieval period. For a detailed overview 
of this genre, see Catherine M. Jones, An Introduction to the Chansons de Geste (Gainesville: University Press of 
Florida, 2014). 
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incipient romances did not merely reflect the courts in which they were produced, but rather acted 

as intellectual and educational forces in their own right. To that extent, these literary works actually 

conflicted with existing social mores, with the purpose of encouraging courtly society to move in 

new, more productive, directions.  

While this question can perhaps never be answered definitively, a comparison of John’s 

political treatise to Chrétien’s romances offers some fresh insights. For while little can be deduced 

concerning Chrétien’s courtly situation and nothing is empirically known of his purpose in drafting 

the first Arthurian romances, John’s circumstances and motivations are both abundantly clear. 

Before entertaining the implications of any such comparison, however, let us survey the main 

positions that have been argued in the secondary literature regarding the societal function of the 

romance.     

 
I. Purpose of the Romance: A Brief Historiography 
 

Norbert Elias, Dominica Legge, Georges Duby, and Joachim Bumke argue that the 

romance emerged as a passive outgrowth of the courtly conditions in which they were created. 

Indeed, any discussion regarding the emergence of courtliness and chivalric values in twelfth-

century literature must begin with German sociologist Norbert Elias’s Civilizing Society (1939), a 

comprehensive study of court culture from the demise of the Carolingian Empire to the eighteenth 

century.2 In this work, Elias examines social and psychological changes that took place in 

aristocratic circles beginning around 800, which he believed paved the way for a moderating 

                                                
2 Norbert Elias, The Civilizing Process (1939), trans. Edmund Jephcott (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 2000). 

First published in 1939, Elias’s work did not gain serious traction until the 1970s, when the “trend of sociology and 
sociological studies of literature” was in full swing. According to Stephen Jaeger, scholars today still consider the 
work to represent the authoritative source on the origins of European courtesy. Stephen Jaeger, The Origins of 
Courtliness: Civilizing Trends and the Formation of Courtly Ideals 939–1210 (University of Pennsylvania Press, 
1985), 6. 
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process of “civilizing.” In this way Elias’s work challenged previous scholarship which had relied 

exclusively on literary sources (e.g., courtly romance and lyric) to reconstruct the social realities 

of the time. Instead, he proposes that the actual social conditions of court life conditioned—nay, 

determined—the emergence of a refined, courtly, and civilized society. This stance contradicted 

the traditional notion that great men and ideas were the motivating force behind the civilizing 

process. Elias claimed: 

The transformation in the direction of civilizing, and with it to some extent also the 
growing reliance on reason, does not occur in some hermetic sphere of “ideas” or 
“thoughts.” Here one is dealing no longer only with transformations of 
“knowledge,” with developing “ideologies,” … but rather with changes of the 
entire human posture…. In the light of studies of intellectual history and the 
sociology of knowledge, thoughts and ideas appear as the predominant forces in the 
conduct of human life. And the less conscious forces, as well as the structured 
network of drives and emotions in its entirety, remain more or less in the dark.3  
 

This notion of the “civilizing process” as a phenomenon that developed within the actualities of 

court life led Elias to conclude that the courtly values propagated in vernacular literature—

including most notably the Arthurian romance—did not play an active role in the refinement of 

aristocratic life, but merely reflected the shifting social and psychological frameworks of the 

European courts. 

Two decades later, Dominica Legge likewise attributed the rise of courtly literature to 

internal social factors. Assessing these literary trends through the lens of the physical environment, 

she argues that the transition away from the male-dominated Great Halls toward an architectural 

conception of smaller chambers designed for mixed company was the primary stimulus for this 

new expression of courtly refinement.4 Ultimately, Legge attributes the rise of courtly literature to 

the increased public presence of women in the audiences of European courts: 

                                                
3 Elias, The Civilizing Process, translated by Jaeger in The Origins of Courtliness, 6. 
4 Mary Dominica Legge, “The Influence of Patronage on Form in Medieval French Literature,” in Stil- und 

Formprobleme in der Literature, ed. Paul Böckmann (Heidelberg: Carl Winter, 1959), 136-141.  
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Epic belonged to the Great Hall, romance to what the French called the chamber…. 
One was chanted or recited to a large mixed assembly, the other read aloud to a 
small homogeneous company. The former was predominantly masculine, the other 
predominantly feminine. The romance did not begin to exist side by side with the 
epic until houses began to have several comfortable rooms built onto or near the 
great Hall….5 
 
Georges Duby, as did Legge, identified the rise of chivalric culture with a change of 

audience within the court.6 To him, however, it was not women but iuventus (disaffected males 

youth awaiting their inheritance) who largely comprised both authors and audience of the 

romance.7 Indeed, Duby asserts that it was precisely the emergence of this combative group that 

“helped to sustain certain ideas, myths and forms of collective psychology” as “reflected in the 

literature” and “the typical personages depicted therein.”8 To Duby, the iuventus provided the 

“main audience for this so-called literature of chivalry,” which was written mainly for their 

“amusement.”9 As such, the emerging courtly literature of the twelfth century was a product of 

social realities—a passive vehicle that did not challenge social norms and behaviors, nor propose 

new ideals, but merely entertained the bellicose circle for which it was intended.  

German historian Joachim Bumke, in accordance with Elias, Legge, and Duby, portrays 

courtly literature as arising from the social realities of the court.10 In his exhaustive compendium, 

Bumke associates its emergence purely with material changes in courtly life, pointing to 

developments in architecture, fashion, and administration, as prerequisites.11  

                                                
5 Ibid., 136.  
6 Georges Duby, The Chivalrous Society, trans. Cynthia Postan (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1977). 
7 Ibid., 120. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Joachim Bumke, Courtly Culture: Literature and Society in the High Middle Ages (1986), trans. Thomas Dunlap 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991). 
11 Ibid., 17. 
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As a contrasting view to Elias, Legge, Duby, and Bumke, who posited that the romance 

reflected the social conditions of the courts, Howard Bloch and Stephen Jaeger argue that the 

incipient romances did not represent a natural extension of their courtly environment, but in fact 

opposed established norms in the hopes of steering the aristocracy onto a more constructive path.12 

Bloch, for example, in examining the complex legal processes and oral debates within the 

romances, concludes that these texts propounded ideals at variance with, and often subversive to, 

the conventional behavior of the warrior class: the romance did not reflect the unruly tendencies 

of the restless aristocratic youths (as Duby suggested), but rather championed modes of conflict 

resolution that attempted to dismantle their bellicose tendencies.  

Similarly, Stephen Jaeger views the origins of courtliness and the birth of the chivalric 

knight in literature not as a reflection of social realities, but rather as an active educational and 

intellectual force. But whereas Bloch gives most of his attention to legal themes within the 

romance, Jaeger seeks to locate the origins of the behavioral codes propagated in courtly literature 

and identifies their source in the imperial episcopate of the Ottonian and Salian dynasties. Through 

examination of various bishops’ vitae, Jaeger demonstrates that the personal qualities expected of 

these ecclesiastical officials included attributes such as good birth, handsomeness, and affability, 

combined with erudition, gentleness of spirit, and humility—precisely those characteristics that 

came to be identified with the chivalrous knight.13 Consequently, he argues that it was bishops and 

other ecclesiastical clerics who instigated the process of teaching good manners and codes of 

conduct to the lay aristocracy. And it was largely through the romance genre that such churchmen 

were able to disseminate these ideas throughout the secular courts. In this way, Jaeger refutes 

                                                
12 R. Howard Bloch, Medieval French Literature and Law (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1977). 
13 While not dwelling on this point, Jaeger concedes that these Ottonian values of courtliness were inherited from 

ancient Rome—an idea that will be discussed at length below. Stephen Jaeger, The Origins of Courtliness, 4. 
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Elias’s interpretation of the civilizing process. For Jaeger, the process was instigated precisely by 

what Elias said it was not—i.e., great men and ideas.  

By drawing specific connections between models of rulership and courtly obligation 

outlined in John’s treatises with those explored in Chrétien’s early romances, the following 

discussion will argue that the two authors are complementary in their intent. And although we 

cannot discern the exact purpose of Chrétien’s fictive works, it is indisputable that John’s works 

were intended as both proscriptive and prescriptive injunctions for courtly behavior. Certain 

parallels identified below suggest that the first Arthurian romances—like John’s Latin treatises—

were not merely mirrors of their courtly environment (as Elias, et al. argued), but rather were 

indeed intended as moral dictates that prompted the court, and its rulers, to modify their outlook 

and behavior. In this endeavor we must begin with John’s courtly experiences and frustrations, 

which led him to commit his political treatise to parchment.     

A.  JOHN OF SALISBURY AND THE CRITICISM OF THE COURTS 
 

As mentioned above in the Introduction, John’s duties enmeshed him in the ecclesiastical 

and secular courts of Henry II, whereby he experienced firsthand the complexities, moral pitfalls, 

and dangers of life in that environment. And it was during a time of particular tension between 

Henry II and John that the latter began to pen his Policraticus, attacking the hedonistic and self-

serving tendencies of courtiers. In this capacity, John was working within a tradition of courtly 

criticism that had gained traction by the middle of the twelfth century. In fact, according to Stephen 

Jaeger, the court satire—“an independent satirical form”—had developed precisely during this 

time, with the most productive center of criticism being Henry II’s own circles.14 Jaeger claims 

that these new satires constituted a cohesive genre dealing with common topics and themes: “the 

                                                
14 Jaeger, “Court Criticism of MHG Didactic Poets: Social Structures and Literary Conventions,” Monatshefte 74/4 

(1982): 400. 
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writers looked first to conditions at court, then called on sources in antiquity or contemporary 

writings for their formulations.”15 These critical tracts are particularly harsh on courtiers, whom 

they portray as ambitious backbiters, slanderers, flatterers, and office-seekers, who mask their 

intentions behind a façade of “good manners and affability.”16  

Intellectuals working in this tradition include not only John of Salisbury, but other eminent 

scholars of the time, including Peter of Blois, Gerald of Wales, Nigel Wirecker, Herbert of 

Bosham, and Walter Map.17 Of course, this new wave of criticism did not simply arise 

spontaneously, but must have represented a response to the social realities of the courts at the 

time.18 It is to these realities that we now turn.  

B.  SOCIAL CONDITIONS OF HENRY II’S COURT 
 

While the twelfth century was a time of intense intellectual activity in western Europe, it 

equally represents a period of political vibrancy, as secular rulers were gaining control over larger 

and more centralized areas. These political consolidations had been impossible to achieve since 

the deterioration of the Carolingian empire and the subsequent invasion of pagan Hungarians in 

central Europe during the ninth and tenth centuries. In such an environment, localized institutions 

largely took the place of Charlemagne’s regularized system of administration. After the 

millennium, rudimentary stages of power consolidation would be re-attained, allowing secular 

authority to be effectively consolidated again within various regions of Europe.19  

                                                
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Stephen Jaeger, The Origins of Courtliness, 55. 
18 Ibid. On page 408 of “Court Criticism of MHG Didactic Poets,” Stephen Jaeger emphasizes that courtly criticism 

grew out of the social realities of the courts and did not merely develop from a literary classical heritage. He says: 
“Court criticism should be regarded as composed of socially determined topoi, which recur in different works first 
as a continuing response to social circumstances; second, because of literary influence.” 

19 Such consolidation includes the Holy Roman Empire under the auspices of Frederick I (d. 1190) of the Hohenstaufen 
dynasty, the kingdom of Sicily under the reign of Richard II (d. 1154), the territories of Paris and Orléans (an area 
known as Ile de France) under Philip I (d. 1108), Louis VI (d. 1137), and Louis VII (d. 1180), and, of course, the 
vast Plantagenet empire established by Henry II and his successors.  
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England was one of the earliest kingships to undergo a centralization of power under the 

reign of William the Conqueror (c. 1028–1087).20 The strengthening of the monarchy was 

furthered by William’s son, Henry I (d. 1135), who expanded and improved the tax and court 

systems. In the subsequent Plantagenet dynasty, Henry II (d. 1189) would continue to extend the 

administrative efficiency of his monarchy by stabilizing the royal treasury (exchequer). 

Eventually, through inheritance and marriage, Henry II became the ruler of a vast territory known 

as the Angevin empire, which stretched far beyond England per se, including over half of modern-

day France (Anjou, Aquitaine, and Normandy) as well as parts of Ireland and Wales.21  

1)  Royal Bureaucracy: The Rise of Secular Clerics and Curiales 
 
As is to be expected, these political developments had a profound impact on the social 

realities of Henry II’s courts. During his reign, royal government and its scope of activity was 

rapidly expanding, bringing with it an ever-increasing requirement for new offices in state service. 

The new bureaucratic positions thus provided opportunities for men of non-noble status to scale 

the social ladder. And it was precisely this emerging administrative class—known collectively as 

curiales—who came under particular criticism by moralists, letter-writers, and poets, who 

complained that Henry had put into his service “bastard serfs and common soldiers of chamber 

and hall.”22 Such complaints began in the early twelfth century when Orderic Vitalis lamented that 

Henry I had “pulled down many great men from positions of eminence…. He ennobled others of 

                                                
20 Through Domesday Book and the Oath of Salisbury, William decisively expanded the power of his monarchy. 

Furthermore, as both king of England and duke of Normandy, William succeeded in consolidating his power in 
Britain and on the continent, thus opening up England’s royalty to involvement in the French dynastic sphere. 

21 Warren C. Hollister, Medieval Europe: A Short History (New York: McGraw-Hill, Inc., 1994), 243. 
22 Ralph V. Turner, “Changing Perceptions of the New Administrative Class in Anglo-Norman and Angevin England: 

The Curiales and their Conservative Critics” Journal of British Studies 29/2 (1990): 94. As Turner argues, a high 
proportion of these curiales did, in reality, come from noble families (97). For more discussion on this point, see 
also Nicholas Vincent’s “The Court of Henry II” in Henry II: New Interpretations, Christopher Harper-Bill and 
Nicholas Vincent, eds. (Rochester New York: Boydell & Brewer Ltd., 2007), 296-306. 
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base stock who had served him well, raised them, so to say, from the dust, and heaping all kinds 

of favour on them, stationed them above earls and famous castellans.”23  

John would join in this clerical jeremiad against the social mobility of the lower classes in 

his Policraticus, finding fault with those ambitious courtiers who “try to see how they can lift 

themselves to the top, to be superior to others.”24 While critics of the curiales, such as Orderic and 

John, arguably exaggerated the lowborn status of the administrative class, they were clearly aware 

that a deep societal change was taking place in the courts.25 Civil servants, or proto-bureaucrats, 

well-versed in administrative duties, were not only beginning to gain unprecedented influence 

within Henry II’s court, but seemed to be doing so at the expense of the traditional landed 

aristocracy and the knightly classes.26 Conservative critics of the courts thus saw curiales as a 

threat to the traditional aristocratic order—a menace to the rigid hierarchical system that held their 

society together. 

2) Pleasure, Joy, and the Aristocratic Knight 
 

The threat that this emerging class of curiales posed to the established social fabric of the 

courts was exacerbated by the fact that they, in the eyes of courtly critics, represented everything 

that the traditional nobles were not.27 All that had constituted the old aristocratic order, such as 

high birth, prowess, loyalty, and generosity, had been replaced by ambitious upstarts who 

                                                
23 Ralph V. Turner, Men Raised from the Dust: Administrative Service and Upward Mobility in Angevin England 

(University of Pennsylvania Press, 1988), 1. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Turner, “Changing Perceptions of the New Administrative Class in Anglo-Norman and Angevin England…,” 108. 
26 These latter groups had merged into “a single military elite” by the twelfth century, and had traditionally been the 

subjects of royal patronage through feats of valor and promises of fealty. For more information regarding the rising 
status of the knightly class in the 12th c., see Constance Bouchard, Strong of Body, Brave & Noble.  

27 Turner, “Changing Perceptions of the New Administrative Class in Anglo-Norman and Angevin,” 109. As Turner 
points out, this view is corroborated by Judith Greene, who points out that these “the new men” that these critics 
were denouncing “had not fought their way to the top with the strength of their right arms, but by collecting the 
king’s revenues and administering his justice…” These critics were thus reacting to these “additional avenues of 
advancement” that were “created by the growth and specialization of government.” Judith A. Green, "The King's 
Servants," chap. 7 in The Government of England under Henry I (Cambridge, 1986), pp. 134-9. Quoted in Turner. 
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eschewed knightly duties in favor of courtly luxury.28 And the result (at least in the critics’ 

estimation) was nothing other than a court seething with moral corruption. Such circumstances 

would lead twelfth-century Latin author and court critic, Walter Map, to quip in his famous De 

nugis curialium (“Of the Trifles of Courtiers”) that Henry II’s court was only better than hell in 

one respect: at least “the people it tortures can find relief from it—in death.”29  

 This shift in courtly values from valor and prowess to the non-militaristic pursuits of the 

curiales, proved of particular concern to conservative critics. In fact, since the early Middle Ages 

the state of peace had been regarded by clerics as a potential threat to the morality of the 

aristocracy, and the courtly life per se had always held a certain connotation of moral negligence: 

knights in peacetime were accused of becoming lazy and dissolute.30 Perhaps nowhere is this 

rebellion against the courtly decadence of administrative curiales more clearly stated than in John 

of Salisbury’s political treatise. For while the overarching theme of Policraticus concerns the art 

of rulership, the treatise also represents a robust criticism of Henry II’s court. John makes no bones 

about it: He simply cannot stomach the fawning, ambitious, and pleasure-seeking curiales, and 

spends nearly a third of the Policraticus railing against their self-serving and hedonistic lifestyle. 

Indeed, the first half of his subtitle, i.e., “frivolities of courtiers,” attests to the importance John 

places on this topic.  

                                                
28 Turner, “Changing Perceptions of the New Administrative Class in Anglo-Norman and Angevin,” 109. Turner 

convincingly argues that Anglo-Norman and Angevin chroniclers, preachers, and poets, vilified the King’s new 
order of curiales or familiares regis, simply because they “did not fit their definition of true knights.” This view is 
corroborated by Judith Greene, who points out that these “the new men” that these critics were denouncing “had 
not fought their way to the top with the strength of their right arms, but by collecting the king’s revenues and 
administering his justice…” These critics were thus reacting to these “additional avenues of advancement” that were 
“created by the growth and specialization of government.” Judith A. Green, "The King's Servants," Chap. 7 in The 
Government of England under Henry I (Cambridge, 1986), pp. 134-9. Quoted in Turner. 

29 Map de Nugis curialium quoted in Ian Short’s “Literary Culture at the Court of Henry II,” in Henry II: New 
Interpretations, 341. 

30 Jaeger, The Origins of Courtliness, 177. 
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John attributes these “frivolities” to the luxuries of the court, which he claims follow from 

long periods of peace, and result in the abdication of manly duties, including defending the republic 

and serving the public utilitas. In John’s denigration of the luxurious, self-indulgent courtiers, the 

aphorism “nothing fails like success” comes to mind: 

The most dangerous situation… that men of eminence have to face lies in the fact 
that the enticements of fawning fortune blind their eyes to truth. The world heaps 
upon them its wealth and its pleasures and thereby kindles and fosters their craving 
for self-indulgence… The more brilliant the success the denser the clouds that 
gather around their dazzled eyes. As the darkness thickens truth vanishes, virtue 
withers with severed roots, and a crop of vices sprouts. The light of reason is 
extinguished, and the whole being is carried headlong into the abyss of 
destruction.31 

 
John does not merely denigrate the material luxury of the courts, but also, in the second half of his 

treatise, rails against the ideology that he claims many of its courtiers espouse, i.e., epicureanism. 

While court polemics proved especially popular amongst twelfth-century Latin authors, Stephen 

Jaeger points out that the Policraticus possibly represents the only Latin treatise of the medieval 

period to criticize courtiers who seek pleasure exclusively.32   

According to John, these “followers of Epicure” wish above all to attain a supreme 

happiness unmarred by perturbation. They seek a “kind of utopia of sensual pleasure” undisturbed 

by toil.33   

Epicurus and his whole drove assert that the happy life is that which is always filled 
with such joy that there is no place for even the slightest suggestion of sadness or 
even perturbation… Flesh then has concluded… that to think, say, and do all that 
mind, tongue and hand covet and to thwart oneself or to suppress one’s inclination 
in nothing is the life of a man enjoying supreme happiness, simply because nothing 
is more fascinating than love and amusement, nothing more agreeable than a 

                                                
31 John of Salisbury, Frivolities of Courtiers and Footprints of Philosophers: Being a Translation of the First, Second, 

and Third Books and Selections from the Seventh and Eighth Books of the Policraticus of John of Salisbury, trans. 
Joseph B. Pike (Minneapolis: The University of Minnesota Press, 1938), 11. 

32 Jaeger states: “The only [Latin] work in the Middle Ages, as far as I know, that contains a polemic against men at 
court who seek only pleasure, is John of Salisbury’s Policraticus. In the second half of the book John returns often 
to an attack on a group of men whom he calls the followers of Epicure.” C. Stephen Jaeger. Medieval Humanism in 
Gottfried von Strassburg’s Tristan und Isolde (Heidelberg: Carl Winter Universitätsverlag, 1977), 101. 

33 Ibid. 
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parasite’s life or the life of those who feast sumptuously every day and are inflamed 
with wine and wear gorgeous apparel.34  
 

Joy without sadness—the goal of the Epicureans—ultimately disintegrates into disappointing dust, 

John argues. Happiness ultimately turns to unhappiness, pleasure to torture: 

Thus it is that the miser hungers in the midst of wealth, the man in power is a slave 
even when his power is at its height, while in the depths of vice the pursuer of 
pleasure is tortured by the failure of his joy.35   

 
If John is one of the few Latin writers of the twelfth century to discuss explicitly the moral 

pitfalls of the Epicurean tendencies that he identified with the courts, Chrétien represents one of 

the few twelfth-century vernacular authors to examine the motives of those who seek pleasure as 

the summation of their existence within a courtly society. For while courtly literature of the time 

is replete with courtiers who are suffering emotionally, physically, and spiritually, often in the 

throes of unrequited love, such stories rarely depict characters who seek pleasure for the sake of 

pleasure, or joy for the sake of joy. As Jaeger reminds us: “We look in vain in courtly literature 

for those who pursue joy to excess, while it is littered with the bodies of those who suffer from 

love.”36  

Although Jaeger cites Gottfried von Strassburg as one of the only courtly authors of the 

time to examine the “failure of joy,” as John describes it, this subject proves an equally defining 

theme in Chrétien’s first Arthurian romance. Indeed, one might argue that John and Chrétien are 

even more closely related in their courtly criticism of epicureanism than are John and Gottfried, as 

the former two authors seem to be have been responding to the epicurean tendencies of the very 

same court—that of Henry II.  

                                                
34 John of Salisbury, Frivolities of Courtiers and Footprints of Philosophers (trans. Pike), VII:15, p. 273. 
35 John of Salisbury, Policraticus, VIII: 24, translated in Jaeger, Medieval Humanism, 103.  
36 Jaeger. Medieval Humanism in Gottfried von Strassburg’s Tristan und Isolde, 101. 
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Although not much is known of Chrétien’s life or environment, several clues in his first 

romance allow us to conclude that it is precisely around the court of Henry II (and not Champagne 

as one might expect) that Chrétien constructs his first Arthurian narrative. In this way, just as John 

of Salisbury acted as conservative critic and moralist within Henry II’s court, Chrétien too might 

be seen as a fulfilling the same function through his vernacular romances.  

Chrétien makes his most patent references to the Plantagenet court in the final coronation 

scene of Erec et Enide. Because these correspondences can be found discussed at length in other 

works, I provide only a brief summary in the table below.37 Such connections serve to illustrate 

that John and Chrétien were not aligned merely in their intellectual and political worldviews (as is 

shown in the above chapters), but were also responding to the same social environment. In fact, 

one might say that John’s and Chrétien’s perspectives proved so similar because they were reacting 

to the same courtly actualities. 

Table 5.1: Correspondences between Erec et Enide and the Plantagenet Court of Henry II 
 

Erec et Enide Henry II 
1) Coronation takes place on Christmas Day in Nantes 
and in the presence of King Arthur. 

1) Nantes, in late 1160s, had been assigned to Henry II’s 
son, Geoffrey. Henry spent Christmas day at Nantes 
with his son and the latter’s betrothed, Constance of 
Brittany, in 1169. 

2) “Normans, Bretons, Scots, Irish, rich barons of 
England and Cornwall, and knights from Wales to 
Anjou, Maine and Poitou” attend the coronation. 

2) These peoples represent the subjects of the 
Plantagenet empire, excepting “the Scots.” However, 
Constance, the betrothed of Henry’s son, is the niece of 
the Kings of Scotland, who are allies of Henry II.  

3) Arthur distributes silver coins, or esterlins, during the 
ceremony. 

3) Esterlins are the coinage of England and Henry II’s 
empire. 

4) Two thrones of Erec and Enide are gifted by Brian 
des Îles.  

4) Most scholars have identified Brian des Îles as 
representing Brian of Wallingford, the duke of Brittany, 
and one of Henry II’s closest acquaintances.  

5) Two leopards are engraved on the feet of Erec and 
Enide’s thrones. 

5) Leopards were the heraldic emblem of the Angevin 
kings. 

  

                                                
37 For a detailed discussion of these connections, see Martina Aurell’s “Henry II and Arthurian Legend” in Henry II: 

New Interpretations, 378. Other evidence that suggests that Chrétien was intimately familiar and acquainted with 
the Plantagenet empire can also be found in Chrétien’s subsequent romances Cligés and Lancelot.  



   

135 
 

Paralleling John, who found it necessary to devote several chapters of his political treatise 

to the “followers of Epicure” that he saw permeating the courts of Henry II, Chrétien, too, devotes 

much of his first romance to critiquing the epicurean striving for happiness through pleasure. This 

theme is, as noted above, surprisingly unique among courtly authors of the time. The search for 

“joy” proves a recurring theme throughout Erec et Enide, and Chrétien provides several scenarios 

to illustrate how the striving for unalloyed pleasure leads to joy’s undoing—not its fulfillment.  

One does not have to look far in this romance for the first instance of the seeking of pleasure 

to excess. Unlike most characters in courtly literature who languish in the face of unrequited love, 

Erec has no such problem. In fact, his difficulty seems to be the opposite. Securely in the arms of 

his wife and lover, Erec is literally wallowing in pleasure. He has found joy—joy in excess.  

Mes tant l’ama Erec d’amors 
que d’armes mes ne li chaloit, 
a sa fame volt dosnoier, 
En li a mise s’antendue, 
en acoler et an beisier; 
ne se quieroit d’el aeisier. 
Si conpaignon duel en avoient; 
sovant entr’ax se demantoient 
de ce que trop l’amoit assez. 
Sovant estoit midis passez 
einz que de lez li se levast.  
Lui estoit bel, cui qu’il pesast.38 
 
But Erec was so in love with her that he cared no more for arms.… He wanted to 
enjoy his wife’s company … He turned all his attention to embracing and kissing 
her; he pursued no other delight. His companions were grieved by this and often 
lamented among themselves, saying that he loved her far too much. Often it was 
past noon before he rose from her side. This pleased him, whoever might be grieved 
by it.39 

 

                                                
38 Carroll, Chrétien de Troyes, Erec and Enide, ed. and trans. Carleton W. Carroll (New York & London: 

Garland, 1987), p. 106-108 (lines 2396-2410). 
39 Chrétien de Troyes, Arthurian Romances (Erec et Enide), trans. Carleton W. Carroll (London: Penguin, 1991), 67. 
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Their joy, however, proves all-too ephemeral. Enide becomes beside herself with grief and the 

couple’s rapturous pleasure turns to distress—joy turns to sorrow. For just as the “the man in power 

is a slave even when his power is at its height,” Erec and Enide, “the pursuer[s] of pleasure, 

[become] tortured by the failure of [their] joy.”40  

This notion of the frailty of joy based on pleasure is perhaps nowhere more evident than in 

the famous “Joy of the Court” scene. Here again we see a rather pointed critique of the epicurean 

ideology. For Maboagrain’s lover has managed to create a “kind of utopia of sensual pleasure” for 

herself and her inamorato—or so she thinks.  This Eden dispels the “slightest suggestion of sadness 

or even perturbation” wherein she and her lover are destined to “enjoy supreme happiness because 

nothing is more fascinating than love and amusement.”41 Of course we know that the “joy” that 

this lover seeks is also doomed to disappoint. In fact, Chrétien has already intimated the impending 

failure of the Joy of the Court (as it were), when Erec is approaching the Eden-like enclosure. For 

the townsfolk warn him that the happiness he seeks is not what it seems: “Alas! knight, you have 

been betrayed by the very Joy you plan to achieve, when in fact you are going to your death and 

sorrow.”42 Both Maboagrain and his lover likewise experience the failure of their Joy. The former, 

although enclosed in an Arcadian paradise with his love, feels a prisoner. And, ultimately, his 

companion also becomes disillusioned with the happiness she strove so hard to attain: Ultimately, 

“the joy she saw did not please her a bit.”43   

Just as both John and Chrétien seem to be responding to a trend of epicureanism within the 

courts of Henry II, they both champion, in place of courtiers who seek pleasure and luxury, 

                                                
40 John of Salisbury, Policraticus, VIII:24, quoted in Jaeger, Medieval Humanism, 103. 
41 John of Salisbury, Frivolities of Courtiers and Footprints of Philosophers (trans. Pike), VII:15, p. 273. 
42 Chrétien de Troyes, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 113. 
42 Ibid., 109. 
43 Ibid., 113. 
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aristocratic males who shirk “effeminate vices” and perform “manly” duties such as serving the 

public utilitas and defending the republic.44 In short, both champion the need to engage in toils to 

elevate a man’s moral character—an idea in direct contradiction to the epicurean ideology.  

This idea that luxury fosters effeminacy among aristocratic men is present throughout the 

Policraticus. For to John, courtly pleasure and luxury cause men to forget their responsibilities 

and “disgrace their manhood with effeminate vices.”45 Indeed, with a flourish of misogyny, John 

opines that “feasting, drinking, banquets, song and dance, sport, over-refinements of luxury, [and] 

debauchery… weakens even robust souls and, by a sort of irony on nature’s part, renders men 

softer and more corrupt than women.”46 

John outlines the dangers of luxury most assertively in his treatment of military service in 

Book VI of his treatise. John says here about peace and lavishness: 

However, the experience of military discipline falls into disuse either out of 
fondness for long standing peace or from the attack of effeminacy and luxury which 
weakens the souls of men or again because of the idleness of youth and the laziness 
of leaders in our times. For where do you find one who can teach energetically what 
he has not learned himself?47  
 

With his usual reliance on ancient writers, John proceeds to quote Juvenal: “Now we 

endure the ills of a lengthy peace; more harsh than arms luxury dwells with us and the 

conquered world is avenged.”48 John then resumes with his own commentary: 

                                                
44 John of Salisbury, Frivolities of Courtiers and Footprints of Philosophers… (trans. Pike), I:4, p. 24. 
45 Ibid. 
46 It is important to note that John does not believe that courtly pleasures are deleterious in all circumstances, a stance 

that is not surprising, considering John’s indebtedness to academic skepticism. As is mentioned in Chapter 4, John, 
in the manner of Cicero, identified strongly with this philosophical school and thus railed against abstract and 
unyielding truths in favor of a practical ethical philosophy that easily adjusts to differing scenarios. Thus, to John, 
the practice of courtly “frivolities” and pleasures is usually inadvisable and even downright dangerous, but he 
frequently concedes that there is in fact a time and a place for this: See John of Salisbury, Frivolities of Courtiers 
and Footprints of Philosophers (trans. Pike), I:5, p. 28. 

47 John of Salisbury, Policraticus: Of the Frivolities of Courtiers and the Footprints of Philosophers, trans. Cary J. 
Nederman (Cambridge University Press, 1990), VI:6, p. 112. 

48 Ibid. 
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Review the ancient and modern histories, and you will discover plainly that the 
disturbance of peoples, the collision of arms, the misfortunes of men and terrible 
plagues always either accompany or follow luxury.49  
 

In Books I and III, and then again in Book VI, John goes to great lengths to denigrate extravagance, 

but he does not simply demolish the courtly environment in which he finds himself only to leave 

it in shambles. For although John ruthlessly disparages the courtly scene in the first three books of 

the Policraticus, he finally provides, in Book VI, an ideal model for the nobility to emulate. After 

his discussion of the moral pitfalls of luxury and peace, John next describes the ideal aristocratic 

male: a soldier who has taken a sacred oath—a knight called by God to defend society: 

The soldiers swear by God and His Christ and by the Holy Spirit and by the majesty 
of the prince, which according to God is to be respected and revered by the human 
race.… They swear, I say, that they will perform with all their energy that which 
the prince has enjoined; they will never desert the army or refuse to die for the 
republic, by which they were selected as soldiers. Once they perform this oath-
taking, they are given the belt and privileges of a soldier.50  
 

Finally, John equates taking such oaths to those taken by clerics, thus giving the service of 

knighthood a religious connotation—a quality, which, according to Constance Bouchard, 

represents one of the earliest attempts to “Christianize the dubbing ceremony.”51 In John’s words, 

“those who are neither selected nor sworn in … are no more soldiers than are priests and clerics 

who are not called into the orders of the Church.”52  

Alan de Lille (c. 1128–1202/03) John of Salisbury’s contemporary and an influential 

French theologian who studied under eminent masters at both Paris and Chartres, likewise 

emphasizes the moral role the good aristocratic knight plays in Christian society.53 Like John, Alan 

                                                
49 Ibid., VI:6, p. 113. 
50 Ibid., VI:8, p. 115. 
51 According to Constance Bouchard, John’s discussion of the knightly oath for soldiers represents one of the earliest 

attempts to “Christianize the dubbing ceremony”—a ritualized ceremony for knighthood that would become 
increasingly elaborate and reach its height in the thirteenth century. Bouchard, Strong of Body, Brave & Noble, 121. 

52 John of Salisbury, Policraticus (trans. Nederman), VI:8, p. 115.  
53 Alan’s teachers included Peter Abelard, Gilbert of Poitiers, and Thierry of Chartres. Alan de Lille, Art of Preaching, 

trans. Gilian R. Evan (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian Publications, 1981). 
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presents knighthood as diametrically opposed to the depravity of luxury and “earthly pleasures.” 

In his “Sermon to Soldiers,” Alan outlines how a Christian knight should act:  

The earthly knight lives in a camp, leaves behind the embraces of his wife; is satisfied 
with meager food; keeps vigils, girt about with arms; he resists the enemy, and takes 
care of his fellow-soldiers. Such should every man be in spirit as is an earthly soldier 
in deed.…54 

 
Moreover, the deeds of the earthly knight, according to Alan, closely mirror his injunctions 

as to how to live a spiritual life generally:  

Let him leave behind the embraces of earthly pleasures, flee the flood of gluttony. 
Let him be vigilant against the attacks of the spiritual thief; let him be girt with 
spiritual arms and provided with the hauberk of faith; let him be girt about with the 
sword of the word of God; armed with the lance of charity, let him put on the helmet 
of salvation. Armed with these, let him contend against the three-fold enemy: 
against the Devil, lest he seize him; against the world, lest it reduce him; against 
the flesh, lest he desire what is forbidden.55 
 
While both John and Alan emphasize the spiritual components of knighthood, the former 

also stresses the benefits that knighthood has on secular human society. For knights not only swear 

to serve Christ, but also the “republic.” Indeed, according to John, the use of the military order is 

not only “to protect the Church, to attack faithlessness,  and to venerate the priesthood,” but also 

to “avert injuries to the poor, to pacify provinces, to shed blood for their brothers and to give up 

their lives if it is necessary.”56 Thus, knightly service proves significant not merely because it 

“attends to the will of God,” but because it also contributes to the state and to the public utilitas. 

A knight “lives for the republic and its utility,” thereby leading John to conclude that the art of 

military affairs is “the greatest and most indispensable of arts and without which… any princely 

government would feel maimed.”57  

                                                
54 Ibid., 151. 
55 Ibid. 
56John of Salisbury, Policraticus (trans. Nederman), VI:19, p. 125. 
57 Ibid. 
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Considering the realities of Henry II’s court and the many bureaucratic courtiers that were 

earning royal reward through administrative duties, and not through prowess or promises of fealty, 

the ideal that John posits of the indispensable aristocratic warrior who defends the republic through 

arms, proves, if not outdated, certainly traditionalist. For even at the time of Henry I, taking to 

arms proved the less likely “route to wealth and honor” amongst aristocrats than administrative 

service.58 Nonetheless, conservative critics, including John of Salisbury, who despised what they 

saw as a proliferation of effeminate upstarts, continued to champion the traditional aristocratic 

order and the “elevating toils of knightly combat,” thereby advancing what Ralph Turner deemed 

the “outmoded code of conduct” of military valor within the courts of Henry II.59 

Literature, too, took a role in preserving these traditional aristocratic values even as the 

warrior code was proving less and less advantageous within the Plantagenet courts. Indeed, 

Chrétien himself acknowledges the waning personal advantage that martial prowess offered to 

aristocratic nobles early on in his first romance when he introduces Enide’s father, who seems to 

represent a relic of the traditional aristocracy—a knight of high birth who had devoted his life to 

bellicose pursuits. Although “well-born” and “noble,” Erec finds this vavasour sitting alone on the 

steps of his “very poor” dwelling.60 Taken aback by such poverty Erec asks the man why he and 

his daughter have been reduced to the status of paupers. The father replies:  

“Biax amis,” fet li vavasors, 
“Povretez fet mal as plusors 
et autresi fet ele moi. 
Molt me poise quant ge la voi 
atornee si povremant, 
ne n’ai pooir que je l’amant: 
tant ai esté toz jorz an guerre 
tote en ai perdue ma terre 

                                                
58 Turner, “Changing Perceptions of the New Administrative Class,” 109. 
59 Ibid., 111. 
60 Chrétien, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 382. 
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et angagiee, et vandue.61 
 
Good friend, poverty ill-treats many men, and likewise she does me. It grieves me 
when I see my daughter so poorly dressed, yet I am powerless to change the 
situation: I have spent so much time at war that I have lost all my land, and 
mortgaged and sold it.62 
 
The image of this penniless, albeit blue-blooded, warrior stands in contrast to the ebullient 

knights and ladies in the town, who are engaging in courtly “frivolities”: 

El chastel molt grant joie avoit 
de chevaliers et de puceles, 
car molt en i avoit de beles. 
Li un peissoient par les rues 
espreviers et faucons de mues, 
et li autre aportoient hors 
terciax, ostors müez et sors; 
li autre joent d’autre part 
ou a la mine ou a hasart, 
cil as eschas et cil as tables. 
Li garçon devant ces estables 
torchent les chevax et estrillent; 
les dames es chanbres s’atillent.63 
 
In the town there was great joy among the many knights and beautiful damsels. 
Some, in the streets, were feeding sparrow-hawks and moulted falcons, and other 
were bringing out tercels and red and moulted goshawks; others, here and there, 
were playing different dice games, or chess, or backgammon. In front of the 
stables, boys were currying horses and wiping them down; ladies in their chambers 
were adorning themselves.64  

 
Clearly, taking to arms did not prove particularly advantageous to the “wealth and honor” 

of nobles within Chrétien’s fictive world, just as this was no longer the most direct “route to wealth 

and honor” within the courts of Henry II. Yet John and Alan de Lille insist on championing the 

                                                
61 Chrétien de Troyes, Erec et Enide (ed. Carroll), p. 24 (lines 509-517). 
62 Chrétien, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 43. It is interesting to note that Chrétien conspicuously departs from the 

Geraint tale at this point in the narrative. In the original Welsh tale, the vavasour is not poverty-stricken because of 
his martial pursuits, but rather because his nephew, when he “came to maturity” took everything that was under the 
vavasour’s control, including the latter’s earldom. Anonymous, Geraint son of Erbin in The Mabinogion, trans. 
Sioned Davies (Oxford University Press, 2007), 145. 

63 Chrétien de Troyes, Erec and Enide (ed. Carroll), p. 16 (lines 348-360). 
64 Chrétien, Erec et Enide (Penguin ed.), 41. 
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taking up of arms within a courtly society, and Chrétien, too, informs us of the dangers of 

remaining within the comforts of the court and eschewing one’s knightly duties: 

Mes tant l’ama Erec d’amors 
que d’armes mes ne li chaloit, 
ne a tornoiemant n’aloit 
N’avoit mes soing de tornoier: 
a sa fame volt dosnoier,… 
Ce disoit trestoz li barnages 
que granz diax ert et granz domages, 
quant armes porter ne voiloit 
tex ber com il estre soloit 
Tant fu blasmez de totes genz, 
de chevaliers et de sergenz, 
qu’Enyde l’oï antredire 
que recreant aloit ses sire 
d’armes et de chevalerie; 
molt avoit changiee sa vie.65 
 
But Erec was so in love with her that he cared no more for arms, nor did he go to 
tournaments. He no longer cared for torneying; he wanted to enjoy his wife’s 
company… All the nobles said that it was a great shame and sorrow that a lord such 
as he once was no longer wished to bear arms. He was so blamed by everyone, by 
knights and men-at-arms alike, that Enide heard them say among themselves that 
her lord was becoming recreant with respect to arms and knighthood, because he 
had profoundly changed his way of life.66 
 
Presumably John and Alan would applaud what Erec does next: he does not wallow in 

luxury at court for very long, but literally “leaves behind the embraces of his wife,” just as Alan 

de Lille had suggested in his sermon, and ventures out into the world to prove himself in battle. 

And, in the true manner of Christian knighthood, Erec does not take up his arms again in order to 

pillage and plunder, but instead “lives for the republic and its utility” as John suggested, 

vanquishing not only his own foes, but those of his friends and acquaintances.  

 
 
 
 

                                                
65 Chrétien de Troyes, Erec et Enide (ed. Carroll), pp. 107-109 (lines 2396-2430). 
66 Chrétien, Erec and Enide (Penguin ed.), 67. 
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3) Flattery and the Curiales: Climbing the Courtly Ladder 
 

If luxury and the pursuit of pleasure among Henry II’s curiales rankled courtly critics, the 

social mobility of these familiare regis proved equally distressing. Indeed, this new swarm of 

administrative office-seekers—an influx of “men raised from the dust”—was seen as threatening 

not only to the traditional landed families, but also to the ecclesiastical hierarchy, in that it eclipsed 

the significant role Churchmen had traditionally played in the affairs of the secular government. 

While the curiales were in actuality winning royal favor through their administrative services, 

conservative clerics tended to couch their social advancement in unambiguously negative terms.67 

John of Salisbury, for example, paints a blistering picture of these office-seekers, portraying them 

as veritable wolves, ready to devour those in power whenever the opportunity presented itself: 

These are the ones who ask not only the high officials, but even the hair dressers, 
to keep them in mind, should they see a vacant position… They count the years of 
men of distinction; their hearts leap up at the sight of grey hairs… Those frail with 
age or sickness they startle and shock… By intervening with dubious means, they 
can often force retirement from occupied positions.68 
 

Whatever these ambitious office-seekers could not accomplish through scare-tactics, however, 

they might accomplish via flattery, which according to John represented nothing other than a 

rhetorical façade that concealed their true nature as fawning upstarts. According to John, flattery 

had spread like a “cancerous affliction” throughout Henry II’s courts, which represented the vilest 

of courtly practices—the “scourge and plague” of court life:  

The flatterer is inimical to all virtue… He plugs up the ears of his audience in order 
that they do not hear the truth; one can hardly conceive of anything more 
pernicious… What is more unfaithful than to circumvent him to whom one owes 
faith by enticing words, jocular deportment and dissimulating actions… What is 
more odious than that fraud and deceit which, under the appearance of love and 
faith, is exercised against the… credulous… by perfidious and worthless enemies?69 
 

                                                
67 Turner, “Changing Perceptions of the New Administrative Class in Anglo-Norman and Angevin England,” 111. 
68 John of Salisbury, Policraticus, VII:19, quoted in Jaeger, Medieval Humanism, 57. 
69 John of Salisbury, Policraticus (trans. Nederman), III:6, p. 19. 
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Although denigrating this infection that was wreaking havoc on the courts, John himself tells us 

just how crucial such obsequious practices were if one wanted to rise in status within the court. 

According to our critic, it is not the noble warrior or valiant knight who rises to the top of the social 

ladder. No, it is the servile courtier:  

Who are those… who seize on to those at the top who are surrounded by an 
entourage of foot servants and whitewashed by the indulgence of comrades-in-
arms and attendants, who are vaunted with the first salute in public, who have the 
best seats at dinner…? Unquestionably it is flatterers, who live at the beck and call 
of others.70  

 
John’s denigration of flattery as a means of courtly advancement is not an isolated 

phenomenon but rather had become a ubiquitous trope among twelfth-century court critics.71 And 

this picture of a court swarming with dissembling, office-seeking courtiers was not restricted to 

the Latinate sphere but is found in contemporaneous vernacular writings as well. Chrétien, for one, 

is equally contemptuous of the courtly flatterer. In fact, it is in his blatant criticism of flattery in 

his second romance, Cligés, that Chrétien, for perhaps the only time in his fictional oeuvre, departs 

from the imaginary world in which he dwells. Uncharacteristically and abruptly ripping off the 

poetic integument that veils his romances, Chrétien here exposes the kernel of truth that lies 

beneath—a very unambiguous criticism of the court. This overt polemic comes in the form of a 

soliloquy by Fenice—the lover of the titular hero—who is trying to decide whether Cligés’s 

confession of love to her was sincere or empty fawning. Chrétien, via Fenice’s speech, discusses 

how the flatterer “plugs up the ears of his audience in order that they do not hear the truth:”72  

Quant il l’a plumé par dehors,  
Et se il a dedanz le cors 
Ne mauvestié ne vilenie, 
Ja n'iert tant cortois, qu'il li die,  
Ainz li fet cuidier et antandre,  

                                                
70 Ibid., III:3, p. 20. 
71 Jaeger, “Court Criticism of MHG Didactic Poets: Social Structures and Literary Conventions,” 400. 
72 John of Salisbury, Policraticus, III:3, p. 19. 
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Qu'a lui ne se porroit nus prandre 
De proesce ne de savoir,  
Si cuide cil qu’il die voir. 
Mal se conoist, qui autrui croit  
De chose qui an lui ne soit;73  
 
… even after he has smoothed down his lord’s hair the servant does not have the 
courtesy to tell his lord of any wickedness and evil within him, but lets him believe 
and understand that no one is comparable to him in valour and in knowledge, and 
his lord believes he speaks the truth. A man is blind to his real self if he believes 
what others tell him of qualities he doesn’t possess…74 
 

Like John, Fenice bewails the fact that lying is necessary for climbing the courtly ladder and 

winning the “lord’s favour.” In fact, the affliction seems so inescapable that Fenice, too, concludes 

that eschewing such a vice would be social suicide:  

S'il set bien servir de losange, 
Si com an doit servir a cort, 
Riches sera ainz qu'il s'an tort. 
Qui viaut de son seignor bien estre  
Et delez lui seoir a destre, 
Si com or est us et costume, 
Del chief li doit oster la plume, 
Nes lors quant il n'an i a point.75  
 
If he is skilled in the use of flattery, as one must be at court, then he will be rich 
before he returns. Whoever wishes to be in his lord’s good graces and sit at his right 
hand, as is the custom and habit of our days, must pick the feather from his head, 
even when there isn’t one… Anyone who frequents courts and lords must be ready 
to serve with lies. My heart, too, must lie if it wishes to have its lord’s favour. Let 
it cajole and flatter!76   

 
II.  “Mirrors for Princes”—Why Now?  
 

While John’s Policraticus belongs in part to the proscriptive tradition of courtly criticism—

a genre that had garnered significant attention in relation to Henry II’s circles, it also, as Chapters 

                                                
73 Wendelin Foerster, ed. Christian von Troyes: Cligés (Halle: Niemeyer, 1888), p. 120 (lines 4535-4542). 
74 Chrétien, Cligés (Penguin ed.), 178. 
75 Chrétien de Troyes, Cligés (ed. Foerster), p. 120 (lines 4526-4533). 
76 Ibid. 
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III and IV illustrate, outlines an ideal model for a prince to follow and thus falls within the 

prescriptive genre of “mirrors for princes.” As we have established, Chrétien’s first romance 

equally fits within this literary category, as it posits an ideal model for kingship, albeit via fictional 

means. As Hans Liebeschütz points out, however, this genre, which delves into the personal 

development and morality of princes, was not in vogue during the twelfth century but had 

experienced its high point centuries before in the Carolingian courts. One has to wonder, then, 

what inspired both of our authors—one in the Latinate and one in the vernacular—to engage in 

this outmoded genre of the speculum regum.  

While John’s writings possibly inspired Chrétien to construct a vernacular narrative that 

delved into questions of virtuous rulership, their analogous approaches might also be explained by 

the fact that both were responding to the same political reality, i.e., the rapid and unanticipated 

creation of Plantagenet kingship. Following the civil wars of mid-century in England and 

Normandy, the establishment of this new dynasty imperiled the well-run kingdom of Henry I and 

transformed England from a “stable nation with a well-defined idea of itself as an entity” into a 

collapsed one comprising “warring factions.”77   

Known in contemporary scholarship as “the Anarchy,” the resulting succession crisis was 

precipitated by the death of Henry I’s only legitimate son, William Adelin in 1120. With no clear 

heir to claim the throne upon Henry I’s death in 1135, a barrage of fighting erupted. His attempt 

to install his daughter Matilda I to the throne proved unsuccessful, and Stephen of Blois, Henry’s 

nephew, usurped the kingship. The ensuing rivalry between Stephen and Matilda and their 

supporters would continue to wreak havoc on the kingdom for several years, until Stephen agreed 

to a peace treaty in 1152, after Henry II (Matilda’s son) led a military expedition to England. Henry 

                                                
77 Rosalind Field, “Children of Anarchy” in Writers of the Reign of Henry II: Twelve Essay, ed. Ruth Kennedy and 

Simon Meecham-Jones (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), 256. 
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would inherit the throne after Stephen’s death one year later, signaling the creation of the 

Plantagenet kingship and a nominal end to the civil war.  

Rosalind Field argues that “the children of that time,” i.e., of the turbulent civil-war period, 

would become the authors and the audiences of the reign of Henry II. And accordingly the literary 

works of these progeny were rooted in the experiences and concerns of the “anarchy.” In her 

analysis of Anglo-Norman romances, Field identifies anxieties about social disruption and unjust 

rule that pervade these narratives, leading her to conclude that the clerical authors of these 

romances were not merely entertaining their audiences, but were engaging in a “program of 

educating the leaders of the nation in public and self-governance.”78 Indeed, while Latin debates 

regarding rulership and governance flourished during the civil-war period, clerics writing several 

decades later in the vernacular proved that they were equally prepared to engage and contribute to 

such debates. As Field states: 

Within a generation debate moves into vernacular and engages wider attention 
through the medium of romance.  These romances offer evidence that the anxieties 
of the audience about the state of the country are recognized and also that the 
audience is instructed in the qualities of good rule, of the importance of law, and 
the equal dangers of unbridled individual violence and unchecked royal rule.79 
 
While Field argues that questions of social disruption, disputed rulership, and tyranny 

loomed large in the memory of both Latinate and vernacular writers—the “children of the 

anarchy”—and thus heavily influenced the content of their narratives, one must also realize that 

this feeling of social and political uncertainty did not dissipate with the ascendancy of Henry II. 

The installation of the first Plantagenet king could not magically mend the divisions and unrest 

that the “anarchy” had left in its wake. And although Henry II tirelessly attempted to restore the 

lands and power of his grandfather Henry I, he was fighting an uphill battle. English subjects were 

                                                
78 Ibid., 258. 
79 Ibid. 
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aware of Henry II’s rapid rise to power, and many never became entirely convinced that this new 

king—a mere count of Anjou—represented the legitimate heir to the throne. Herbert of Bosham 

clearly expressed such a sentiment in the 1160s when Henry II accused him of being the son of a 

priest, to which Herbert quipped “I am no more the son of a priest than you are the son of a king.”80    

The precariousness that plagued the Plantagenet kingship did not go unnoticed by Henry 

II, who, much like Charlemagne several centuries before him, was more than aware that his newly 

acquired kingship had unleashed “widespread skepticism on the part of those who had viewed the 

Plantagenets, like the Carolingians, as usurping upstarts.”81 This uncertainty, which loomed large 

in the incipient stages of both the Carolingian and Plantagenet kingships, produced courts with 

strikingly similar characteristics. As with the parvenu Carolingian dynasty, the Plantagenets 

likewise attempted to assert their power in a very personal and direct way. Not relying on the 

abstract institution of kingship to ensure his authority throughout their kingdom, Henry II, like the 

Charlemagne, held a peripatetic court, with the king and his retinue progressing from place to 

place, displaying and imposing royal power and majesty throughout a vast empire.82 Furthermore, 

the uncertainty of Plantagenet power, much in the same vein as that of the Carolingian dynasty, 

lent to a sense of artificiality to the courts. Indeed, this conscious creation of a new kingship 

affected the courtly milieu profoundly, as the king and his courtiers attempted to establish a new 

level of formality and etiquette, as well as literacy and good manners, that hearkened back to the 

Carolingian period. Both of these courts, due to their own insecurity, proved decidedly self-

conscious entities, affecting a display of power and stability that could be outwardly manifest, but 

was not necessarily internally felt or secured.  

                                                
80 Ibid., 334. 
81 Ibid. 
82 Vincent, “The Court of Henry II,” 280. 
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With these circumstances in mind, then, it makes perfect sense that writers—in both the 

Carolingian and Plantagenet courts—would want to occupy themselves with questions of virtuous 

governance and successful rulership. John and Chrétien, as not only “children of the anarchy,” but 

also as adults fully aware of the insecurity of Henry II’s fledgling dynasty, would, like their ninth-

century predecessors, feel compelled to explore the nature of kingship on a manifestly personal 

level, meticulously tracing the stages a monarch must take if he is to secure his legitimacy as an 

effective and virtuous ruler. As John’s Aeneas, and Chrétien’s Erec, complete their quests towards 

successful and moral rulership, it might be argued that John and Chrétien concurrently grapple 

with how Henry II and his court, teetering precariously on the cusp of a new dynasty, should most 

effectively and ethically proceed. 
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Conclusions and Suggestions for Further Research 
 

 
This thesis has argued that a multitude of connections exist between John of Salisbury’s 

literary, pedagogical, political, and social theories and those same conceptions as explored in 

fiction via Chrétien’s first Arthurian romance. John and Chrétien likely shared similar liberal-arts 

educations insofar as both were trained for church service. Chapter 2 demonstrated that the two 

writers held comparable views regarding the purpose of translatio studii—the transference of 

learning from one civilization to another—and the crucial role the written word plays in this 

process. In that section, our authors’ confidence in the power of the fictive veil was examined, as 

well as their belief that the classical auctores had cloaked their most profound insights under “the 

gossamer of poetic fancy.”1 The chapter then showed how these literary ideals, conditioned by the 

Neo-Platonic traditions of the School of Chartres, informed both John’s and Chrétien’s 

hermeneutical approaches to Virgil’s Aeneid.  

Chapters 3 and 4 explored how both the Latin theorist and the romance author similarly 

interpreted Aeneas’ journey in Books I-VI of the Aeneid, assigning analogous stages to the 

development of the “progressing man” en route to virtuous rulership. Along the way, it was also 

shown how John and Chrétien shared analogous conceptions regarding: 1) Nature’s ultimate 

inadequacy in nourishing human development, 2) the importance of a liberal arts education in the 

cultivation of one’s virtue, 3) the privileged place of rhetoric as a practical discipline, 4) the 

intimate connections between private dignity and social harmony, 5) the respective prerogatives 

                                                
1 John of Salisbury, Frivolities of Courtiers and Footprints of Philosophers: Being a Translation of the First, Second, 

and Third Books and Selections from the Seventh and Eighth Books of the Policraticus of John of Salisbury, trans. 
Joseph B. Pike (Minneapolis: The University of Minnesota Press, 1938), VII: 9, p. 404. 



   

151 
 

of the saeculum and sacerdotium, and 6) the ability of both society and its head to transcend their 

earthly provenance and secure their destiny in the heavens. 

Whereas Chapters 2 through 4 demonstrated that John and Chrétien dwelled within the 

same intellectual world, Chapter 5 revealed that the two authors literally worked within the same 

political and social environment (the courts of Henry II). Furthermore, both authors responded to 

changing social conditions of Henry’s circle in parallel ways, criticizing the hedonistic and servile 

tendencies of the emerging class of curiales. The two writers also seem to have reacted similarly 

to the precarious position of the fledgling Plantagenet dynasty by outlining in their respective 

works the required stages for becoming an effective and moral ruler.  

Although the interrelationships that this study has identified between John and Chrétien 

are important in their own right, the implications extend far beyond that purview. On the most 

general level, the evidence establishes that the Latin and vernacular spheres should not be treated 

as separate entities, but must be considered in tandem if one wishes to comprehend the rich 

intellectual context within which the emerging body of vernacular literature was produced. Indeed, 

in examining John and Chrétien’s shared reliance on classical auctores, as well as the literary, 

hermeneutical, and philosophical traditions of the Chartrian circle, we were able to see that the 

romances were not created in a linguistic vacuum, but resonated strongly with larger intellectual 

trends of the School of Chartres, and in fact of the Twelfth-Century Renaissance as a whole. 

Furthermore, the discussion in Chapter 5 reinforced the necessity for crossing the Latinate–

vernacular divide. It showed that Chrétien’s motivations for penning his early romances cannot 

fully be grasped unless one situates them within the broader context of contemporaneous Latin 

writings, including the genres of courtly polemics and “mirrors for princes.” Conflating these 

linguistic worlds allowed us to propose that the romance genre did not merely provide passive 
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entertainment for the courts, nor was it merely a reflection of the period’s social realities, but rather 

served—at least in part—as both a prescriptive and proscriptive vehicle, providing models for the 

aristocracy to emulate, and admonitions for them to heed.  

 
Directions for Further Research 
 
 

The affinities between John and Chrétien offer a compelling argument for the inextricability 

of the vernacular and Latin strands of twelfth-century literature. But this acknowledgment is more 

a beginning than an end. The field is ripe for cultivation and abounds with possibilities. Indeed, 

even if one’s focus were to remain within Chrétien’s romance oeuvre alone, one would find ample 

opportunity to draw further parallels with Latin writings. Because Chrétien’s first two romances 

are concerned primarily with virtuous rulership and the quest for good government, humanistic 

authors such as John of Salisbury, along with their classical predecessors (most pertinently Cicero), 

prove the best analogue. However, the focus of Chrétien’s latter three romances—Yvain, Lancelot, 

and Perceval—moves away from pursuits of temporal happiness and virtuous rulership towards 

themes of spiritual development. Leslie Topsfield, for example, outlines the path Chrétien assigns 

to the protagonists in his last three romances as one leading from “self-knowledge, to humility, 

caritas, inner peace, and ultimately,… to knowledge of God.”2 Such topics resonate with 

contemporaneous Carthusian and Cistercian ideals, and could thus be compared productively with 

the writings of such eminent theologians as William of St. Thierry, Aelred of Rievaulx, and 

Bernard of Clairvaux, all of whom placed the necessity for self-knowledge and introspection at the 

crux of their spiritual programs. The Cistercian leader Bernard of Clairvaux was a key figure in 

this area, stressing the search for self as the alpha and omega of the spiritual journey: “Begin by 

                                                
2 L.T. Topsfield, Chrétien de Troyes: A Study of the Arthurian Romances (Cambridge University Press, 1981), 105. 
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considering yourself—no, rather end by that… For you, you are the first; you are also the last.”3 

In addition to self-knowledge, the path that Chrétien outlines for his protagonists also parallels the 

trajectory that Carthusian monk Guigo II proposes in his widely read Ladder of Monks—a Latin 

treatise on the contemplative life.4 In this twelfth-century work, Guigo outlines the stages of 

meditation as follows: 1) self-examination, 2) self-abasement; 3) inner purity; and 4) love and 

knowledge of God—the exact stages (barring caritas) that Chrétien traces in his latter three 

romances. 

In addition to self-examination and spiritual knowledge, Chrétien’s emphasis on caritas 

and friendship exhibits numerous correspondences with the Latin sphere, especially as expressed 

in the letters of St. Anselm, Peter the Venerable, and Bernard of Clairvaux, as well as in the 

treatises of Aelred of Rievaulx and the famous autobiography by Guibert of Nogent. Like 

introspection, friendship and caritas proved a defining theme of twelfth-century theological and 

epistolary Latin literature, and these concerns deserve further exploration vis-à-vis Chrétien’s own 

ideas on the subject. 

Having stressed the importance of considering vernacular literature in light of the Latin 

corpus, it must be acknowledged that the relationship between the two realms as described herein 

has been conceptualized as a one-way street. That is, the vernacular world has been treated in this 

study as having been influenced by traditions of the Latin world, but not vice versa. To have 

proceeded in this manner is defensible, however, for four reasons: First, written vernacular 

traditions in the West were only just developing in the twelfth century, and would naturally be 

indebted to their much older Latin predecessors for models. Secondly, as we have seen time and 

                                                
3 de consideratione II. iii. 6 (Migne, PL 195, col. 509 D), quoted in Colin Morris, The Discovery of the Individual 

(New York: Harper & Row, 1972), 66. 
4 Guigo II, The Ladder of Monks and Twelve Meditations, trans. Edmund Colledge and James Walsh, S.J. 

(Cistercian Publications, inc., Kalamazoo, MI: 1981). 



   

154 
 

again in this thesis, what the serious Latin writers tended to lay out in clear prose, vernacular 

authors (especially of lyric and romance), tended to obscure behind poetic embellishments. It is 

thus only prudent to use the Latin tradition as a hermeneutical starting point. Thirdly, all courtly 

authors were educated under the auspices of the church, which was naturally steeped in Latinate 

traditions. Fourthly, we know that John penned his works before Chrétien, which necessitated in 

our case that John’s ideas be treated as an interpretive basis.  

Even with these points in mind, it seems inevitable that influences between the vernacular 

and Latin worlds would have worked in both directions, with themes from the former also 

informing the latter. A particularly fruitful endeavor might be to examine how theological 

discussions of caritas were influenced by contemporary preoccupations with courtly love outside 

the monastery. Constance Mews touched on this subject in a recent article, questioning if William 

of St. Thierry’s and Bernard of Clairvaux’s preoccupation with the relationship between carnal 

and spiritual love was a direct response to contemporary secular musings about physical love, as 

expressed, for example, in troubadour lyrics.5 While Mews was able to make some preliminary 

comments on this topic, much work still needs to be done to substantiate that these linguistic 

spheres are truly fluid categories. 

Concomitant with the need to dismantle the Latin–vernacular barriers is the need for 

reconsidering another divide that scholars have tended to construct—namely between the broader 

realms of sacred and secular culture, especially as these are manifested through Latin and 

vernacular texts, respectively. For example, scholars have spilled much ink attempting to explain 

the rather abrupt rise of the courtly vernacular romance as it evolved within the secular sphere, but 

                                                
5 Constance Mews, “Bernard of Clairvaux, Peter Abelard and Heloise on the Definition of Love,” Revista Portuguesa 

de Filosofia 60/3 (2004): 633–660. In this discussion, Mews focuses on William of St. Thierry’s treatise De natura 
et dignitate amoris ( c. 1124) and Bernard of Clairvaux’s De diligendo Deo—a treatise published sometime between 
1126 and 1140 that provides a “profoundly original reading of the Song of Songs.” Ibid., 643. 
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have paid little attention to the role played by the church—and specifically its ecclesiastical 

reforms—in the formulation of the genre. (The present study, which has considered the 

intellectual, educational, political, and social contexts of the Arthurian romance, has also not fully 

considered this important aspect of medieval society.) 

A reconsideration of the secular/sacred divide in twelfth-century literature is necessary for 

three reasons. First, the advent of courtly vernacular literature took place at precisely the time that 

the so-called papal reforms were reaching their peak. Despite their name, these widespread 

ecclesiastical initiatives were by no means aimed solely at improving the power of the papacy, or 

even more generally that of the clergy, but were also involved in reforming (even transforming) 

many aspects of secular life. Thus the reforms entailed considerable social change; the attempt to 

improve religious standards had an immense impact on eleventh- and twelfth-century society at 

large. Indeed, the identity of the church and the aristocracy (and the relationship between them) 

were undergoing considerable redefinition at this time, and the result was a complete social 

reorientation.6 Considering their deep influence in the secular—especially aristocratic—realm, the 

papal reforms must have had some influence on the thematic content of the romance and should 

be explored. Secondly, it must not be forgotten that the romance, although to all appearances a 

“secular” genre, was not far removed from the ecclesiastical programs of the time. Indeed, the fact 

that the romance was almost exclusively the creation of clerical authors (at least in its early years) 

is perhaps the most overt clue that ecclesiastical agendas were more than peripherally involved in 

the rise of secular vernacular literature. Many romance authors demonstrably held ecclesiastical 

positions; a partial list would include Geoffrey of Monmouth, Wace, the anonymous author of 

Roman d’Èneàs and Roman de Thèbes, Benoît de St. Maure, Chrétien de Troyes, Ulrich von 

                                                
6 Kathleen Cushing, Reform and Papacy in the Eleventh Century (New York: Manchester UP, 2005). 
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Zatzikhoven, Albrecht von Halberstadt, Herbort von Fritzlar, Gottfried von Strassburg, the 

anonymous poet of the Nibelungenlied, and Heinrich von Veldeke.7 Thirdly, and related to the 

second point, the papal reforms—as seen most clearly through the investiture controversy and 

prefigured by the Peace of God movements (c. 1000)—represented, in part, an attempt to establish 

ecclesiastical figures as the arbiters of societal (and especially aristocratic) behavior.8 The clerical 

authors within the secular courts would have thus no doubt been charged with the moral tutelage 

of the aristocracy, with contemporary ecclesiastical reforms looming in their consciousness as they 

penned their vernacular works.   

Clearly, much work still remains to be done in breaking down the barriers that have hitherto 

limited our ability to place the Arthurian romance—and vernacular literature in general—in its full 

intellectual and social context. My hope is that this thesis has illustrated the necessity and 

fruitfulness of taking a more inclusive and integrated view of twelfth-century literature, thus 

opening the door for future studies to continue with this endeavor. 

 

 

                                                
7 C. Stephen Jaeger, The Origins of Courtliness (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1985), 233. 
8 Kathleen Cushing, Reform and Papacy in the Eleventh Century (New York: Manchester UP, 2005), 1. It must be 

acknowledged that a top-down trajectory of both the Peace of God movements and the Papal Reforms has been 
challenged in recent scholarship. Such research illustrates that it is certainly not the case that the significant 
reordering of ecclesiastical and lay life and the relationship between secular and sacred powers was solely the result 
of a handful of powerful reforming Popes imposing their dictates onto the passive, uneducated, and unruly lay 
masses. On the contrary, it has been maintained that local communities, through popular agitation and participation, 
had as much to do with the changing societal world of eleventh- and twelfth-century Europe, as did popes and 
canonists. It cannot be denied, however, that the church was indeed attempting to set itself up as an authoritative, 
centralized power over both sacred and secular spheres during this time, and that the Papal See was increasingly 
able to actualize this goal throughout the twelfth century. For sources that challenge the top-down conception of the 
ecclesiastical movements, see for example, R.I. Moore, “Family, community and Cult on the Eve of the Gregorian 
Reform,” Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 5/30 (1980): 19-46; Idem, “Heresy, repression, and social 
change in the age of Gregorian reform,” in Christendom and its discontents: Exclusion, persecution, and rebellion, 
100-1500, ed. Scott L. Waugh and Peter D. Diehl (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 19-46; also Amy 
G. Remensnyder, “Pollution, Purity, and Peace: An Aspect of Social Reform between the Late Tenth century and 
1076,” in The Peace of God: Social Violence and Religious Response in France around the Year 1000, ed. Thomas 
Head and Richard Landes (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1992), 280–307.  
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