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Histoire ancienne jusqu’a César

Ca. 1208-1214 or slightly later (before 1230). Flanders. The Histoire ancienne is the first
surviving universal chronicle in French and an early example of French literary prose. In two
manuscripts, Paris, BNF fr. 20125 (produced in Acre in the second half of the 13" century)
and Vienna, ONB, 2576, (produced in Venice, c. 1350), the verse prologue contains
approximately twenty moralizations. These versified reflections discuss subjects as loyalty,
jealousy, generosity, greed, and death, and generally exhort the aristocratic audience to lead a
virtuous lifestyle. The prologue contains a sort of table of contents, which seems to suggest
that the text was never completed. The plan laid out in the first section starts at Creation and
ends with the rise of Flanders. However, in extant manuscripts the text halts at Caesar’s
expedition in Gaul (57 BCE). Even so, the narrative, with its 375 folios written in two
columns of 39 lines each in the BNF fr. 20125, is monumental in scope. Using a wide variety
of sources in Latin (such as Virgil, Flavius Josephus, Orosius, Julius Valerius, Eusebius and
Jerome, Dares Phrygius, Lambert of St. Omer’s Liber floridus) and the vernacular (romans
d’antiquité such as the Roman de Thebes and Roman d’Alexandre), the Histoire encompasses
biblical history, classical myth, and the history of the major Eastern and Western empires.
Topics such as the foundation of Flanders, portrayed as the endpoint of the translatio imperii,
and the election of Baldwin of Flanders as Latin emperor in 1204, must have presented a great
appeal to contemporary audiences, composed primarily of Flemish aristocrats.

While it has been argued that most of the Histoire ancienne was written before the Anglo-
Flemish defeat at Bouvines (27 July 1214), a slightly later date, around 1219, for at least part
of the text remains a possibility. In the verse prologue, the text is dedicated to Roger 1V,
Castellan of Lille, who came of age in 1208 and died in 1230. Roger of Lille was actively
invested in the conceptual design of the Histoire and, according to the chronicler, had a clear
preference for pagan history over religious matters. Based on stylistic considerations, the
Histoire ancienne has been attributed to Wauchier de Denain, who is otherwise known for
numerous French translations of patristic texts (Vie des sainz peres) and saints’ lives (Vie de
sainte Marthe), written for patrons from the court of Flanders-Hainaut (Joan of
Constantinople and Philip of Namur). Additionally, it has been suggested that Wauchier de
Denain was also the author of the Second Continuation of Chrétien de Troyes’ Conte du
Graal. Although accepted by many, his authorship of the Histoire ancienne remains
speculative.

It has been surmised that the prologue and verse sections of the Histoire ancienne were
removed almost entirely from the main prose text shortly after its composition. However, it is
clear that the extent to which the moralizing verse interludes have survived is more substantial
than previously assumed. Apart from the aforementioned manuscripts, BNF fr. 20125 and
Vienna, ONB 2576, the verse sections in the final segments of the text have been preserved in
their entirety in the BNF fr. 686 (produced in Bologna, c. 1330). Additionally, remnants of
significant portions of these moralizations appear in manuscripts belonging to all three
redactions, either in verse form or in prose.

The Histoire ancienne survives in some ninety known manuscripts, which are often lavishly
decorated and illustrated. The production of manuscripts in Flanders, France, Italy, and Acre
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is proof of the wide dissemination of the chronicle. Scholars have identified three redactions
of the text. In spite of textual variation, omissions and interpolations, the first redaction
comprises some seventy extant manuscripts, among which are the two manuscripts with a
verse prologue and moralizations. The earliest extant copies of this group are dated to c. 1250-
60 and were produced in workshops in Acre (the crusader Kingdom of Jerusalem) and
Northern France. In the late thirteenth and early fourteenth century, centers of production also
appear in Northern Italy and Paris. The first redaction presents the Histoire ancienne together
with Li Faits des romains (1213-1214) in over twenty manuscripts. In these manuscripts, the
final section of the Histoire is usually dropped in favour of Julius Caesar’s more elaborate
biography from the Faits.

A second redaction was compiled in Naples in the 1330s during the reign of Robert of Anjou
and is known from eleven extant manuscripts. This version is a response to contemporary
Angevin interests in the Byzantine East. It omits the sections on Genesis and the Macedonians
and presents Roman imperial history in a less fragmented way. More importantly, the French
rendering of Dares Phrygian’s De excidio Trojae is replaced with the much longer Prose Five
version of the Roman de Troie, interpolated with the Ovidian Heroides in French. There is
evidence to suggest that all extant second-redaction manuscripts were ultimately derived from
London, BL, Royal 20 D I, produced in Naples circa 1340.

Finally, the text that can be found in a limited group of fifteenth-century manuscripts and is
referred to as the third redaction, presents a mixed version of Trojan history and incorporates
material from other sources, most notably the Chronique dite de Baudoin d’ Avesnes.
Manuscripts containing the Histoire ancienne were produced well into the fifteenth and even
sixteenth centuries. A heavily rewritten version of the Histoire was printed in Paris in 1491 by
Pierrre le Rouge for Antoine Vérard. Reprints of this two-volume edition titled Orose en
Francois followed in 1504 and 1509 (both by Vérard), 1515 (Michel Le Noir), and 1526
(Philippe Le Noir).

Parts of the Histoire ancienne jusqu’a César were also translated in several Italian dialects,
notably Tuscan and Venetian, starting in the late thirteenth or early fourteenth century. In
French, its influence is apparent in the Chronique dite de Baudoin d’Avesnes, Christine de
Pizan’s Mutacion de Fortune and Epitre d ' Othéa as well as Jean de Courcy’s La
Boucquechardiére.

Literature

Text

M. COKER JOsLIN, The Heard Word: A Moralized History. The Genesis Section of the Histoire
ancienne in a Text from Saint-Jean d'Acre , 1986.

C. PAVLIDES, L Histoire ancienne jusqu’a César (premiere redaction), étude de la tradition
Manuscrite, 1989.

M. DE VISSER-VAN TERWISGA, Histoire ancienne jusqu'a César, Estoires Rogier. Tome I:
Assyrie, Thebes, Le Minotaure, les Amazones, Hercule, 1995.

M. DE VISSER-VAN TERWISGA, Histoire ancienne jusqu'a César, Estoires Rogier. Tome 11, 1999.


xref:163270
xref:163270
xref:177460
xref:177460

M. LYNDE-RECCHIA, Prose, Verse, and Truth-Telling in the Thirteenth Century: An Essay on
Form and Function in Selected Texts, Accompanied by an Edition of the Prose Thébe" as Found
in the Histoire ancienne jusqu'a César, 2000.

C. GAULLIER-BOUGASSAS, L'histoire ancienne jusqu'a César, ou, Histoires pour Roger,
chételain de Lille. L'Histoire de la Macédoine et d'Alexandre le Grand, 2012.

A. ROCHEBOUET, L'histoire ancienne jusqu'a César, ou Histoires pour Roger, chatelain de
Lille. L'histoire de la Perse de Cyrus a Assuérus, 2015.

Y. OTAKA, C. CRoIZY-NAQUET, L'histoire ancienne jusqu'a César (deuxiéme rédaction).
Edition d'apres le ms. OUL 1 de la bibliothéque de I'université Otemae (ancien Philipps 23240),
2016.

H. MORCOS, S. GAUNT, S. VENTURA, M. T. RACHETTA, H. RAVENHALL, The Histoire ancienne
Jjusqu’a César. A digital edition, BnF, f. fr. 20125, 2015-2020.

H. MORCOS, S. GAUNT, S. VENTURA, M. T. RACHETTA, H. RAVENHALL, The Histoire ancienne
jusqu’a César. A digital edition, British Library, Royal MS 20 D I, 2015-2020.

Literature:

C. CrOIZY-NAQUET, Ecrire l'histoire romaine au début du Xllle siécle: I’Histoire ancienne
jusqu'a César et les Faits des Romains, 1999.

C. GAULLIER-BOUGASSAS, "Histoires universelles et variations sur deux figures du pouvoir.
Alexandre et César dans /’Histoire ancienne jusqu’a César, Renart le Contrefait et le Livre de
la Mutacion de Fortune de Christine de Pizan", Cahiers de recherches médiévales, 14, 2007,
7-28

M. DESMOND, “Magna Graecia and the Matter of Troy in the Francophone Mediterranean”, in
N. Morato, D. Schoenaers, Medieval Francophone Literary Culture Outside France. Studies in
the Moving Word, 2019, 411-432.

J. FOLDA, Crusader Art. The Art of the Crusaders in the Holy Land, 1099-1291, 2008.

M.-R. JUNG, Marc-René. La Légende de Troie en France au moyen age, 1996.

E. MARASZAK, Les manuscrits enluminés de |’Histoire ancienne jusqu’a César en Terre sainte.

Saint-Jean-d’Acre, 1260-1291.

P. MEYER, "Les premiéres compilations francaises d'histoire ancienne", Romania, 14, 1885, 1-
81.

J. MONFRIN, 1985. “Les translations vernaculaires de Virgile au Moyen Age", in Lectures
meédiévales de Virgile. Actes du colloque organisé par I'Ecole francaise de Rome, 1985, 189-
249



F. MoNTORSI, "Sur l'intentio auctoris et la datation de I'Histoire ancienne jusqu'a César",
Romania, 134, 2016, 148-65

D. OLTROGGE, Die lllustrationszyklen zur "Histoire ancienne jusqu'a César" (1250-1400),
1989.

G. RAYNAUD DE LAGE, "L'Histoire ancienne jusqu'a César et les Faits des Romains”, Le Moyen
Age, 55, 1949, 5-16.

G. RAYNAUD DE LAGE, "Les romans antiques dans I'Histoire ancienne jusqu'a César”, Le
Moyen Age, 63, 1957, 267-309

A. ROCHEBOUET, 2016. "De la Terre sainte au val de Loire: diffusion et remaniement de
I'Histoire ancienne jusqu'a César au XVe siécle", Romania, 134, 2016, 169-203.

G. M. SPIEGEL, Romancing the Past. The Rise of Vernacular Prose Historiography in
Thirteenth-Century France, 1993.

R. TRACHSLER, 2013."L’Histoire au fil des si¢cles. Les différentes rédactions de 1’Histoire
ancienne jusqu’a César", in R. Wilhelm, Transcrire et/ou traduire. Variation et changement
linguistique dans la tradition manuscrite des textes médiévaux. Actes du congres international,
Klagenfurt 15-16 novembre 2012, 2013, 77-95.

E. WiLLIAMS, Two Manuscripts of the Faits des Romains in Angevin Italy, Italian Studies, 72,
2017, 157-176.

Your Name
Dirk Schoenaers

Keywords
[Flanders — Universal history — French — prose -verse — Acre — Italy — Paris — Troy — Rome -
Genesis]

Your Biography
[Dirk Schoenaers is Marie Curie Fellow at the Institute for History (Universiteit Leiden). His
research interests include translation and vernacular historiography in the Low Countries]



