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‘Resemblance does not make things so much alike as difference makes them unlike.’ Montaigne, 

‘On Experience’ (1588) 

 

‘A culture that has stopped changing is by definition a dead culture.’ Tzvetan Todorov, The Fear of 

the Barbarians (2008) 
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Introduction 
 

 

In the Guide to Santiago de Compostela, a twelfth-century French pilgrim, presumably from Poitou, 

writes a scathing report of the Naverrese encountered along the way. According to our guide, they 

have disgusting table manners, with servants, masters and maids all dipping their hands into the 

same dish, without using spoons. They wear shabby clothes, following the Scottish fashion, and their 

language resembles that of dogs barking. A dark people, barbaric in habits and way of being, they 

are full of all kinds of evil. ‘This is a barbarous race unlike all other races in customs and in 

character, full of malice, swarthy in colour, evil of face, depraved, perverse, perfidious, empty of 

faith and corrupt, libidinous, drunken, experienced in all violence, ferocious and wild, dishonest and 

reprobate, impious and harsh, cruel and contentious, unversed in anything good, well-trained in all 

vices and iniquities’, resembling Getae and Saracens, and full of hatred for the French. They 

copulate with animals; some Navarrese men even attach a lock to their mules’ or horses’ tails in 

order to secure sexual exclusivity, and kiss the private parts of both women and mules. The author 

subsequently intimates that such vileness is related to the Navarrese ‘contaminated’ origins: they are 

not ‘true offspring’, as they partly descend from the Scots, who had settled in the region and raped 

the indigenous female population in Julius Caesar’s day, creating an illegitimate, corrupt stock. 

Hence their name Navarrus, which comes from ‘non verus’, untrue. Nonetheless, they are dapper 

fighters, who dutifully pay their tithes and go to church on a daily basis, offering what little bread, 

wine or wheat they have. Upon leaving this territory the pilgrim enters the lands of Castile and 

Campos, which is full of riches, gold, silver, horses, bread, wine, fish, milk and honey, yet inhabited 

by wicked people.1  

 In the twelfth century, there developed, at least among intellectuals, a firm notion that people 

shared such ethnic characteristics, including an ethnic character, based upon common descent. 

Beliefs about foreign peoples and one’s own group were encapsulated in a previously unrecorded 

outburst of ethnic stereotyping, in which human diversity was represented in mostly, though 

certainly not exclusively, negative images of the other. Clerics wrote of the arrogance of the French, 

                                                      
1 The Pilgrim’s Guide to Santiago de Compostela: A Critical Edition VII, eds and transl. Paula Gerson, 
Annie-Shaver-Crandell and Alison Stones, 2 volumes (London 1998), vol. 2, 28-31, quotation at 28-29: 
‘Hec est gens Barbara, omnibus gentibus dissimilis ritibus et essentia, omni malicia plena, colore atra, 
uisu iniqua, praua peruersa, perfida, fide uacua et corrupta, libidinosa, ebriosa, omni uiolentia docta, ferox 
et siluestris, improba et reproba, impia et austera, dira et contentiosa, ullis bonis inculta, cunctis uiciis et 
iniquitatibus edocta.’ The manuscript containing the guide is known as the Liber Sancti Jacobi or the 
Codex Calixtinus. It was compiled sometime between the years 1139 and 1173, when a monk from Ripoll 
copied the text. The name Getae, alluding to savagery and barbarity, was sometimes used to designate the 
Goths, for example in Jordanes’ Getica. The Getae originally came from the region south of the Lower 
Danube. 
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the greed of the Romans, the barbarity of the Irish; monks beguiled the angry tempers of the 

Germans or the cowardice and drunkenness of the English. Using stereotypes was not restricted to 

prejudiced thinking about Muslims or Jews; as our guide to Santiago demonstrates, within North-

West Europe the literate could write equally vitriolic reports on their co-religionists. At the same 

time, men of letters might emphasize the virtuous, brave, devout, civilized nature of those living in 

the cultured regions of North-West Europe. Our guide, thus, writes that the inhabitants of Poitou are 

vigorous, daring, well-dressed, noble, well-spoken and generous, living in a land ‘fertile, excellent 

and full of all sorts of good things’.2  

The twelfth-century outburst of ethnic stereotyping, of expressions of prejudice, pride, and moral 

excoriation, are both testimony to and catalyst of an increase in ethnic consciousness among 

intellectuals in North-Western Europe, a core region bursting with new found confidence and 

ambition. This period, sometimes called the ‘twelfth-century renaissance’, as the term was first 

coined by Charles Homer Haskins, witnessed a remarkable economic, intellectual and political 

transformation.3 Urban hubs were transforming into thriving centres, pulsating with the thudding 

sounds of building activities as vast Gothic cathedrals were raised from the ground, booming with 

entrepreneurship as merchants traded their wares. In this period the towns of the Hanseatic League 

(founded at the end of the 1150s) wove intricate commercial networks from Novgorod to Bruges and 

London. Intellectually, it was marked by the introduction of Aristotelian scholasticism, by the 

accruing influence of classical literature, of satirizing wit and notions of civility, and Roman law. 

The translation of Arabic texts into Latin in Spain and Sicily, and Greek texts in Byzantium, 

transmitting Greek and Arabic medical and mathematical knowledge, harkened a transformation of 

natural science and philosophy in the West. The belles-lettres witnessed a remarkable production of 

vernacular troubadour poetry and epic chansons de geste and romances.   

This was also a period of bureaucratic and territorial expansion. The royal administrations of 

France and England tightened their grip on their subjects by erecting new courts of law and imposing 

new forms of taxation, and by extending the territorial boundaries of the region under direct royal 

control, in France slowly with the annexation of first Normandy, Maine, Anjou and then the 

Languedoc in the early thirteenth century; in England more forcefully with the invasion and 

                                                      
2 Idem, 22-23: ‘abilis et obtima, et omni felicitate plena tellus Pictauorum’. 
3 Charles Homer Haskins, The Renaissance of the Twelfth Century (Cambridge Mass 1927). The number 
of publications which have since used the concept of the twelfth-century renaissance in the cultural, 
artistic, and philosophical sphere, especially in relation to education and the emergence of universities, 
and regarding religious, economic and political developments, is vast. I refer to the collection 
commemorating Haskins’ contribution, Robert L. Benson and Giles Constable (eds), Renaissance and 
Renewal in the Twelfth Century (Cambridge Mass. 1982); three works bearing the same title: Charles R. 
Young (ed.), The Twelfth-Century Renaissance (New York etc. 1969); C. Warren Hollister (ed.), The 
Twelfth-Century Renaissance (New York etc. 1969); and R.N. Swanson, The Twelfth-Century 
Renaissance (Manchester, New York 1999). See further R.W. Southern, Medieval Humanism and Other 
Studies (reprint Oxford 1984); R.W. Southern, The Making of the Middle Ages (New Haven and London 
1953); Charles Homer Haskins, Studies in Medieval Culture (reprint New York 1965) and further 
references below.  
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colonization of Ireland in 1169. The northern and eastern border regions of the German territories 

were similarly subject to colonization and missionary activities, attempting to bring the fringes of 

Europe within the Christian fold. As Robert Bartlett described in his influential The Making of 

Europe, Northern Europe was being Europeanized, defining itself and forcing its religious and 

cultural self-definition on those living, from its perspective, on the fringe.4 

In the slipstream, contacts between various groups in North-West Europe (and beyond) 

increased. In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, Western Europe experienced a relatively high 

degree of mobility. Although most serfs and small landholders probably did not travel very far, 

perhaps only to the local market, still the roads were busy with merchants en route to the markets in 

Champagne, with crusaders marching to the Levant and pilgrims to famous shrines, with 

ecclesiastics regulating church and court affairs, and from the early thirteenth century with 

mendicant friars preaching in towns and villages.5 Young clerics travelled far afield to the new 

educational centres, often leaving their home country to receive an education in the liberal arts, 

possibly supplemented by a degree in theology or law, in the towns and cities of Orleans, Chartres, 

Paris, Bologna, Salerno or Oxford.  

Just like our pilgrim travelling to Santiago, these men (and a minority of women) would have 

encountered people speaking a different language, wearing different clothes, adopting various 

hairstyles, and eating different foods on their journeys and sojourns abroad. It is against the 

background of this heightened mobility, the ‘twelfth-century renaissance’, and increasing efforts to 

firmly ingrain Christian beliefs and values in the minds of Europe’s populations by an 

institutionalized Church that this study examines the employment of ethnic images in North-West 

Europe in the later Middle Ages.6 Based on which assumptions of ethnicity did the pilgrim write the 

vitriolic depiction of the Navarrese character? Did he believe that their character was innate, passed 

down from generation to generation? Was this assumption based on any ‘scientific’ theory or 

structured knowledge that peoples shared an ethnic character? How relevant was this notion of an 

ethnic character to ideas about ethnicity? Or were his remarks no more than primitive, emotional 

expressions of hatred and xenophobia, as some medievalists such as Carlrichard Brühl have 

asserted?7 

This study argues that from the twelfth century, images of ethnicity became ‘embodied’, as 

medical humoural and climate theory re-entered the West via translations of Arabic texts. In North-

Western Europe – a new heartland of power and learning – clerics and monks incorporated and 

                                                      
4 Robert Bartlett, The Making of Europe: Conquest, Colonization and Cultural Change 950-1350 (reprint 
London 1994); for Europe and the increase of geographical knowledge, see especially Seymour Phillips, 
The Medieval Expansion of Europe (Oxford and New York 1988). 
5 For travelling and life on the road, see Norbert Ohler, The Medieval Traveller (Woodbridge 1989), 
translated by Caroline Hillier; original title Reisen im Mittelalter (Munich 1986).  
6 See for the sharpening of boundaries resulting from the institutionalization of the Church R.I. Moore, 
The Formation of a Persecuting Society: Power and Deviance in Western Europe, 950-1250 (Oxford 
1987). 
7 Carlrichard Brühl, Deutschland, Frankreich: Die Geburt zweier Völker (Cologne 1990), 275. 

http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=1/TTL=1/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=Geburt
http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=1/TTL=1/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=zweier
http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=1/TTL=1/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=Vo%CC%88lker
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adapted these theories in order to reposition the North as a region producing the measure of 

mankind: intelligent, brave, light-skinned Christians who could control their emotions. However, 

contrary to the past work of some scholars, this study emphasizes that within Christendom the elite, 

instead of displaying unity, might compete amongst themselves to be the ideal defenders of their 

religion. Equally, in medical theory, ethnic differences were accounted by some to sinful 

dispositions related to the Fall, after which certain ethnic characteristics became ‘hereditary’. Thus, 

instead of viewing ethnic stereotypes as mere utterances of primitive hatred, or as the direct product 

of state-building processes, this study endeavours to research the relevance of ethnic stereotypes in 

Western European communities from a socio-cultural aspect, examining their value as relevant 

images which might validate claims to social power within Christendom.  

The topic of ethnic stereotyping, ethnic consciousness and identity is wrought with huge 

complexities and has been the subject of a confounding number of studies, approaching issues of 

identity from political, economic, socio-cultural and socio-psychological perspectives. In order to 

somewhat unravel the befuddling tangle of terms, concepts, and approaches tied up with questions of 

ethnic identity, I will first offer a general overview of the approaches which have dominated 

discussions about ethnic and national identity and the emergence of a national consciousness – 

which common opinion holds to have evolved in the nineteenth century. I will then discuss the 

literature about ethnic stereotyping and identity in the twelfth century, offering an overview of how, 

according to these studies, intellectuals in the twelfth century presumably defined an ‘ethnic group’, 

and on which premises. Thereafter, I will present my use of sources and the scope of this study. At 

the end of the introduction I offer a summary of the chapters in this study. First, I will discuss my 

points of departure in this study.  

 

Points of departure 

In the past a number of historians have emphasized that ethnic consciousness had little relevance in 

the medieval period as it was incongruent with Christian universalism.8 My first point of departure, 

however, throughout this study is that the coordinating Church and its forcibly articulated religious 

norms of behaviour could incite members of ethnic groups to attribute to themselves particular forms 

of prescribed conduct and mental characteristics. Especially in the twelfth century, inheritors of the 

Gregorian reform movement were displaying a preoccupation with ‘hypocritical Christians’, those 

                                                      
8 Hans Kohn, The Idea of Nationalism: A Study in its Origins and Background  (New York 1946), 
accordingly spoke of national sentiment first arising in Germany in the sixteenth-century Peasant War; 
Paul Kirn, Aus der Frühzeit des Nationalgefühls: Studien zur deutschen und französischen Geschichte 
sowie zu den Nationalitätenkämpfen auf den britischen Inseln (Leipzig 1943), 15; Günter Cerwinka, 
‘Völkercharakteristiken in historiographischen Quellen der Salier- und Stauferzeit’, in: H. Ebner (ed.), 
Festschrift für Friedrich Hausmann (Graz 1977), 59-79, here at 60; Richard Wallach, Das 
abendländische Gemeinschaftsbewusstsein im Mittelalter (Leipzig 1928), 24 ff.; Maurice de Wulf, ‘The 
Society of Nations in the Thirteenth Century’, in International Journal of Ethics 29/2 (1919), 210-229.  
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posing a threat to the Church’s purity.9 These hypocrites could include ‘members’ of heretical 

movements, but also ethnic groups purportedly wallowing in debauchery, arrogance, avarice or 

wrath. Besides individual sinful behaviour, ethnic stereotypes, inherited from tradition, were thus an 

important target of rebuke and subject of examination in the discourse on the destiny of peoples. As 

the battle with the forces of Satan raged there was a strong urge to achieve a ‘purified Christian 

community’ – purified of Muslims, Jews, heathens and heretics, but also of any evil dispositions 

brewing among Christian ethnic groups.10 Moreover, the Church itself defined its members along 

territorial-ethnic lines. Thus, around 900, Benedictine abbot Regino of Prüm declared that ‘just as 

different peoples differ between themselves in descent, manners, language, and laws, so the holy and 

universal church throughout the world, although joined in the unity of faith, nevertheless varies its 

ecclesiastical customs among them’.11 Indeed, Guido Kisch has highlighted how the Church, 

organized in Church provinces, employed nomenclature such as Gallia, Anglia, Germania and Italy 

at councils and in papal penitential books at times when territorial unity did not exist as such in these 

regions.12 Johan Huizinga, in the 1940s, also reflected upon the fact that although in the Christian 

West the ideal of universal government existed, in reality the power structures ran along ethnic 

lines.13 This was already the case in the early Middle Ages. Despite the universalizing ideals of 

Christianity, ethnic ties thus remained identity markers; in fact, from the early Middle Ages, various 

ethnic groups, notably the Franks, Britons, Visigoths, and later the Normans, entertained the notion 

of chosenness, thus furrowing the Christian body with deeper ethnic fissures.14 This development, 

                                                      
9 Bret E. Whalen’s Dominion of God: Christendom and Apocalypse in the Middle Ages (Cambridge 
Mass. 2009), 77. 
10 Whalen, Dominion of God, 74. 
11 Regino of Prüm, ‘Epistola Reginonis ad Hathonem Archiepiscopum missa’, in Reginonis abbatis 
Prumiensis Chronicon, ed. Friedrich Kurze, MGH SS rerum Germanicarum 50 (Hannover 1890), XX: 
‘Nec non et illud sciendum, quod, sicut diversae nationes populorum inter se discrepant genere moribus 
lingua legibus, ita sancta universalis aecclesia toto orbe terrarum diffusa, quamvis in unitate fidei 
coniungatur, tamen consuetudinibus aecclesiasticis ab invicem differt.’ Transl. Susan Reynolds, 
Kingdoms and Communities in Western Europe 900-1300 (Oxford 1986), 257. In the tenth century King 
Stephen of Hungary was said to have maintained that a kingdom that was made up of one language and 
one mos, way of life or custom, would be weak and fragile. He was advocating that foreigners should be 
invited into the country to diversify the languages, customs and arms. Reynolds makes the important 
point that Stephen’s remark itself was an indication that he was proposing something out of the ordinary. 
The hostility towards foreign advisors among his successors would underline this.    
12 Guido Kisch, ‘Nationalism and Race in Medieval Law’, in Guido Kisch, Ausgewählte Schriften, 3 
volumes (Sigmaringen 1980), vol. 3, 179-204, here at 182-184, 193, especially discussing German 
settlers and law in Slavic territory. Herfried Münkler, ‘Nation als politische Idee im frühneuzeitlichen 
Europa’, in Klaus Garber (ed.), Nation und Literatur im Europa der Frühen Neuzeit: Akten des I. 
Internationalen Osnabrücker Kongresses zur Kulturgeschichte der Frühen Neuzeit (Tübingen 1989), 56-
86, here at 59-60. See also Hoppenbrouwers, ‘Dynamics of national identity’, 35-36, who says that a 
strengthening Roman Church strengthened national Churches and national integration. 
13 Huizinga, ‘Patriotisme en nationalisme’, 503. 
14 Mary Garrison, ‘The Franks as the New Israel? Education for an Identity from Pippin to 
Charlemagne’, in Yitzhak Hen and Matthew Innes (eds), The Uses of the Past in the Early Middle Ages 
(Cambridge 2000), 114-161; Alexander Murray, ‘Bede and the Unchosen Race’, in Huw Pryce and John 
Watts (eds), Power and Identity in the Middle Ages: Essays in Memory of Rees Davies (Oxford 2007), 
52-67, here at 56. Murray makes a distinction between three types of models of religious social 
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drawn from the Old Testament, was essentially contradictory to the Church’s notion of a ‘New 

Israel’, whose members, reborn in baptism, should know no distinctions of ethnicity or class. 

However, the power of ethnic constructions of religious identity proved stronger; from the early 

Middle Ages, exegetes of  Frankish, Visigoth, British or Anglo-Saxon extract termed their own 

people as the ‘New Israelites’ – who were obedient to God, contrary to the Jews.15 Conversely, some 

ethnic images called into doubt the degree to which Christian peoples had entered into a ‘new 

covenant’ with God. The extensive genealogies tracing ethnic groups’ descendants to the children of 

Shem, Japheth and Ham further underlined ethnic differentiation in Christian society. Also, the 

concept of chosenness infused ‘hereditary’ ethnic vices with a potent meaning, as they were viewed 

as agents incurring God’s wrath upon a people.   

Secondly, my approach is to view the ethnic group as a socio-cultural category, not a political 

unit. Ethnic groups existed as entities partially detached from political structures, although they 

might be subject to laws based on ethnicity. In general, ethnic consciousness was not imposed 

politically although it might increase as royal power tightened its fiscal and legal grip on its subjects. 

I take the same approach of mentalities put forward by Joep Leerssen, examining ‘the way people 

view and describe the world’, in a constant flux between a mental view and socio-political 

developments, intellectual thought and literary representation.16 By presenting an extensive dossier 

of source material, I will demonstrate that ethnic stereotypes were far more widespread and ‘stable’ 

than some scholars such as John Breuilly have assumed, and not just a matter of occasional political 

manipulation.17 They were widespread, and bore socio-cultural meaning as markers of identity 

representing religious, social and cultural values, which could be employed as a form of cultural 

capital.  

This study addresses a number of key questions. First, where did these notions of ethnic character 

come from? Were they drawn from cultural practices or copied from traditional, early medieval or 

classical sources? Secondly, were these stereotypes viewed as ‘innate’ characteristics, acquired at 

                                                                                                                                                            
organization: the tribal (or ethnic) model; the territorial model, where the rulers of the territory decree that 
everybody living in their territory follows a certain religion; and the ecclesiastical model, where adherents 
to a certain faith form an autonomous society with their own rules, separate from ethnic or territorial 
organizations. Denise Buell has argued that the very language of conversion in the Pauline letters was 
clothed in terms of ethnicity, as difference instead of homogenity was emphasized as a source of 
transformation. See Denise Kimber Buell, ‘The Politics of Interpretation: The Rhetoric of Race and 
Ethnicity in Paul’, in Journal of Biblical Literature 123/2 (2004), 235-251, here at 238. 
15 Murray, ‘Bede and the Unchosen Race’, 58-59. Gildas, De excidio Britonum 26 1, ed. and transl. M. 
Winterbottom (London and Chichester 1978), 98 for example, called the Britons praesens Israel.  
16 Leerssen, National Thought, 14. 
17 John Breuilly, ‘Changes in the political uses of the nation: continuity or discontinuity’, in Len Scales 
and Oliver Zimmer (eds), Power and the Nation in European History (Cambridge 2005), 67-101, here at 
76-80. Breuilly writes that ethnographic distinctions barely played a role in for example Anglo-French or 
Anglo-Scottish relations. His main premise seems to be that ethnicity was a hollow concept for broad 
layers of medieval society. Cf. Leerssen, National Thought, 56, who writes that the ‘Middle Ages had, to 
be sure, known many commonplaces, stereotypes and prejudices about certain sets of people, but these 
were generally speaking neither stable or systematic. Nobody was sure how the category “French” related 
to the category “Picardian”, what was an Irishman and what a good subject of the King of England.’  
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birth as a person was ‘born into a nation’, or products of culture and society? Were they 

‘biologically’ handed down through parental transmission, or subject to environmental influences? 

And if they so, to which extent was an individual able to overcome a sinful ethnic disposition, to 

overcome vice through virtue? Thirdly, was there any kind of concept that an ethnic group was an 

abstract entity? In Romanticism, the nation was viewed to possess a ‘will’ and was more or less 

personified and engendered, sometimes as a female entity. In the twelfth century, might a member of 

an ethnic group acknowledge any kind of relevance of an ‘authentic’ ethnic identity? Did character 

form a constituent part of a nation (as it did for Rousseau)?18  I will argue that although such 

powerful concepts were absent in this period, the notion did exist that collective behaviour, based 

upon ethnic character inherited from the fall of mankind, determined the vicissitudes of a people as a 

community under the sway of royal power. However, specific to the medieval period is the notion 

that ethnic vices were to be overcome, as nurture and God’s grace prevailed over nature.  

Beyond the scope of this study is the question to which extent ethnic character was in any sense 

viewed as an essential constituent of political organization, employed ideologically as a ruling body 

tightened its reins and steered the diverse social and ethnic groups within its range of power. There 

are examples of the employment of images of French and German character in a discourse set within 

a political context of aspirations to universalistic power; this rhetoric was notably sharpened in the 

second half of the thirteenth century, sometimes in pamphlets prophesizing the allotted role of kings 

in the course of history and God’s divine plan. Certainly, ethnic stereotypes in this period were 

employed as a validation of what John Gillingham termed the ‘imperial politics’ of the Anglo-

Norman royal government and aristocracy in its attempts to subjugate the Irish and Welsh in the 

twelfth century.19 In this study, however, the focus lies on how notions of degrees of civilization and 

socio-cultural values were appropriated by members of ethnic groups such as the French and Anglo-

Normans, as a means to appropriate positions as paragons of civilization and defenders of 

Christendom. 

An overriding question, which cannot be answered, is whether, in general, non-elite, illiterate 

members of a twelfth-century ethnic group: women, children, laymen, artisans and merchants living 

in urban centres or farmers working as peasants and serfs tilling the land, were aware of and 

identified with remarks such as ‘the Germans are stupid’ or the ‘English are drunks’. Were they 

familiar with these images and did they endorse them? This question immediately reveals 

overwhelming complexities on a number of levels. First, given the nature of the written sources – 

produced almost exclusively by secular clerics or monks – it is almost impossible to indicate 

whether any of these ethnic characterizations or images were acknowledged or even known among 

broader, illiterate layers of society. For this reason, as discussed further below, I speak of ethnic and 

not national character. How wide was the arena in which the intellectuals and poets were 
                                                      
18 Smith, Antiquity of Nations, 246-247. 
19 John Gillingham, The English in the Twelfth Century: Imperialism, National Identity and Political 
Values (Woodbridge 2000), 3-18. 
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performing? Although some sources allow knights or students to engage in outbursts of stereotyping, 

we cannot be sure that this is not the fruit of poetic license or some moral purpose of the author. On 

the other hand, the direct silence of the illiterate certainly does not exclude the possibility that they 

did actually recognize and possibly employ such ethnic images. Also, the question must be raised 

how likely it is that the literate elite would produce ethnic images wholly detached from broader 

socio-cultural notions.  

In addition, there is the complexity of the diversity of ethnic communities and regional identities. 

Regional diversity, on a lower level than royal government, and the presence of multi-ethnic 

communities resulting from migratory conquests or colonization continued to exist in the French, 

German and English territories. In England, ethnic images of the conquered native Anglo-Saxon 

population after 1066, who were often presented as reduced to the status of servility, were partially 

distinct from those of the Norman nobility; complimentary ethnic and class distinctions existed at 

least during the first decades after the conquest. In the French territories, regional communities of 

Picardians, men of Poitou, or Aquitaine, although nominally subjects of the royal government, in 

reality probably felt far greater ties to and were viewed as distinct members of the territorial 

principalities under which they fell, to which the regional characterizations seem to bear witness. 

Conversely, the characterizations of peoples in the German territories display a greater congruency 

from the viewpoint of outsiders, as the imagery remains in essence a classical representation of the 

barbaric North. Ironically, German territories remained loosely organized, where linguistic diversity 

was great; at the end of the period examined here, whereas the French and English royal 

governments succeeded in tightening their grip, the German political organization was increasingly 

losing power over its territories.  

Furthermore, these societies were marked by strong internal social and cultural divisions. As Paul 

Freedman has shown us, the image of the medieval peasant was markedly derogatory, and any 

notion among the nobility of sharing peasant characteristics, preposterous.20 Yet, was there no 

common mental ground whatsoever between the higher and lower echelons of society? Georges 

Duby, discussing the Christianization of Europe in mendicant propaganda in the – notably later –  

fourteenth century, noted how the ‘cultural patterns of the upper classes in society tend to become 

popularized, to spread and to move down, step by step, to the most deprived social groups’.21 On the 

other hand, Duby discerns some forms of upward mobility within the elite from circa 1000, with 

fighters evolving to adopt elite values, whilst at the courts young men, both knights and clerics in the 

prince’s entourage, engaged in competition trying to copy and appropriate the ‘proper’ manners and 

values.22  

                                                      
20 Paul Freedman, Images of the Medieval Peasant (Chicago 1999). 
21 Georges Duby, ‘The diffusion of cultural patterns in feudal society’, in Past and Present 39 (1968) 3-
10, here at 3.  
22 Idem, 9. 
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On a more general level, it must be remarked that people entertained many diverse ideas about 

who they were at different times. In Communities of Violence, David Nirenberg made the important 

point that we should be careful not to take a structuralist approach, assuming that medieval people 

are locked, as passive agents, in a continuous discourse of difference with a fixed origin.23 Instead, 

he argues that we must bear in mind that such a discourse is relevant insofar as people find it 

meaningful, and that it is constantly reshaped depending on situations and context. However, as R.I. 

Moore has argued, the increasing articulation of a discourse of difference, especially by institutions 

such as the Church, might lead to a more universal acknowledgment by broader layers of the 

population of such ‘perceived’ differences, who might subsequently adapt their actions to such 

beliefs.24 In regards to these questions, in this study the emphasis lies on two important factors: the 

reintroduction, in this period, of ‘scientific’ knowledge that mental and physical characteristics were 

influenced by environment, in humoural theory, and the ‘value’ of ethnic stereotypes, set off against 

negotiated socio-cultural values, as agents to make claims to social positions within society. Thus, 

although I would certainly not argue that the ethnic images discussed in this study were constantly 

actively determining thoughts and behaviour, they did contribute to shaping ideas about what 

ethnicity entailed, and might, at times, influence relations between peoples. 

 

Debates on national and ethnic identity 

The vast amount of publications on national and ethnic identity, nationalism, and stereotypes has 

itself led to a wave of studies in an attempt to get some grip on these slippery concepts. Anthony 

Smith, in particular, has produced an array of publications discussing what national identity is, and 

its ethnic, cultural, or political origins.25 Here, I can only briefly touch upon these discussions in 

order to place medieval conceptions of an ethnic group and the role of ethnic character within the 

broader framework of the modern debate on national identity and character.26  

Smith has pinpointed three fundamental debates on and approaches to nationalism and nations. 

All these positions focus on three central issues: beliefs about the nature and origin of the nation and 

nationalism; the antiquity or modernity of nations; and the role of nations and nationalism in 

historical and contemporary social processes. The first discussion addressed by Smith is represented 

by primordialists versus instrumentalists (or voluntarists). This debate focuses on what ties a nation 

together culturally, ethnically, and politically. Is a nation a natural entity, or a political construct? 
                                                      
23 David Nirenberg, Communities of Violence: Persecution of Minorities in the Middle Ages (Princeton 
1996), 5-7. 
24 Moore, Persecuting Society, 100-102. 
25 For example: Anthony D. Smith, Myths and Memories of the Nation (Oxford 1999); Anthony D. 
Smith, The Nation in History: Historiographical Debates about Ethnicity and Nationalism (Hanover 
2000); Anthony D. Smith, The Cultural Foundations of Nations: Hierarchy, Covenant, and Republic 
(Malden and Oxford 2008); Anthony D. Smith, Ethno-Symbolism and Nationalism: A Cultural Approach 
(London and New York 2009). 
26 This discussion is based heavily upon Peter C.M. Hoppenbrouwers, ‘The dynamics of national identity 
in the later Middle Ages’, in Robert Stein and Judith Pollmann (eds), Networks, regions and nation: 
Shaping identities in the Low Countries, 1300-1650 (Leiden 2009), 19-42 
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Primordialists (divided in organist and cultural primordialists) are said to assume that ‘cultural 

givenness’ has a prior, overriding and determining influence on people’s lives, which is more 

important than rational intent or political calculation; they focus on the influence of attachments, of 

kinship, language, religion, customs, the possession of a historical territory, and a sense of 

belonging. Cultural givenness subsequently influences emerging or existing nations, which are 

viewed as more or less predestined entities. The organist primordialist – which I am not – believes 

that a person is born into a nation and bears its character for life; members are bound together by 

myths of common origins and a shared historic culture. This, it would seem, is related to the 

nationalist viewpoint according to which foreigners in multicultural societies are excluded on the 

basis of birth. Cultural primordialists, on the other hand, believe in the continuing influence of ethnic 

attachments, based upon myths of origin, communities of language, shared memories and customs, 

and an attachment to a homeland, which undergirds ‘the contractual rights and duties of a modern 

civic order’.27 Clifford Geertz, for example, believes that ‘ethnic and national attachments spring 

from the cultural givens of social existence’, working however with the assumption that ethnic 

groups are constructions – a viewpoint held by most scholars today. 28  

The ‘voluntarist’ takes a radically different view from the primordialists, assuming that an 

individual can choose a nation at will, as the nation is a contract, a political, territorial association 

governed by ratio and laws. This is a large step from the idea held in eighteenth-century 

Enlightenment thought by philosophers such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Johann Gottfried von 

Herder that the nation had both a contractual and a given nature. Rousseau, for example, believed in 

a dualism between nature on the one hand, and civilization, culture and political will on the other. 

This led to tensions between the collective will, the given culture, character and tradition and 

contractual law-making, which should be resolved by aligning national character with law-making – 

an idea already explored by Aristotle in antiquity, and re-examined by Thomas Aquinas in the 

thirteenth century, based on climate theory.29 Rousseau claimed that the ‘first rule we must follow is 

that of national character. Every people has, or must have, a character’, which could be improved 

through education and laws. Herder, too, believed in the organic nature of culture, which could be 

transformed through education or self-improvement.  

In the nineteenth century, philosophers laid more emphasis on the political aspect of nation-

building. Max Weber stated that nations are cultural communities of prestige, with superior values, 

developed from the cultivation of the specific nature of the community; however, he emphasized the 

political aspect of a nation, its history and collective political memories, against the background of 

an ethnic past. For Ernest Renan, the nation was a political entity, although bound by historical ties.  

                                                      
27 Smith, The Nation in History, 5-6, 21.  
28 Idem, 21; cf. Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (London 1973), 259-260. 
29 Clarence J. Glacken, Traces on the Rhodian Shore: Nature and Culture in Western Thought from 
Ancient Times to the End of the Eighteenth Century (Berkeley and Los Angeles 1976), 273-274. 
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A second debate concerns the antiquity or modernity of nations, pinpointed by Anthony Smith as 

the perennialist (often primordialist) versus the modernist (often instrumentalist) viewpoint. 

Perennialists believe that members of kinship groups seek to preserve and strengthen the heritage of 

their ancestors. Conversely, modernists believe that nation-states and nationalist ideologies are 

modern, recent products of modernity and Enlightenment. The modernist position, which is still 

prevalent today, is represented among others by Ernest Gellner, who believed that nationalism – 

‘primarily a principle that holds that the political and national unit should be congruent’– invented 

new nations, especially in urban environments in a class-bound society, although some pre-existent 

cultural markers were necessary to aid the process.30 Nationalism, as a political ideology, evolved 

from a modern need for a labour force sharing a common education and language, in a society 

moving from the agrarian to the industrial, from vertical to horizontal relations. Other adherents to 

the modernist school are Charles Tilly, who lays great emphasis on the role of capitalism and 

industrialization in nation-building, and John Breuilly, who focuses on the objective of gaining and 

retaining state power, using nationalist arguments and mobilizing sub-elites to reintegrate state and 

society.31 Eric Hobsbawm also stated that nations are the product of nationalism, with the goal of 

creating sovereign territorial states. Although in the nineteenth century first a civic political 

movement, the movement adopted ethnic arguments at the close of the century.32 Finally, I refer to 

Benedict Anderson’s highly influential Imagined Communities, which argued that national 

consciousness was the product of mass communication and education which developed with the 

introduction of a print media, notably in a bourgeois society.33 In Anderson’s imagined 

communities, members of the nation could for example imagine that they were simultaneously 

sitting down to read the national newspaper at breakfast, thus sharing a national time and national 

values, and thus being a member of an ‘imagined community’, without knowing one another.  

Such modernist approaches have been criticized by some scholars who have pointed out that 

nations did not emerge out of nothingness, nor that they were solely constructs of the elite, imposed 

upon an inert working class population. Some perennialists, in an attempt to argue that nations 

predate the nineteenth century, have emphasized the continuity of cultural communities and 

identities. Hugh Seton-Watson has argued that although nationalism is new phenomenon, nations are 
                                                      
30 Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism (Oxford 1983), 1.   
31 Charles Tilly, Coercion, capital, and European states, AD 990-1992 (Cambridge 1992); John Breuilly, 
Nationalism and the State (Manchester 1993). 
32 Eric J. Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since 1780: Programma, Myth, Reality (Cambridge 
1990). See also Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger (eds), The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge 1983), 
arguing how many national traditions were in fact invented in the nineteenth century. As Anthony Smith 
remarks, in the early twentieth century ethnic nationalism reappeared on the horizon. After the Second 
World War, modernists however once again stress the constructed nature of nations, which is often 
viewed as a politically driven process. Cf. Smith, The Nation in History, 5-6, 8-9, 10-13. 
33 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities (revised ed. London 2006). For criticism of Anderson’s 
belief that sacred (dead) languages prevailed in pre-modernity, which were farther removed from the 
world of speech, see Michel Bouchard, ‘A Critical Reappraisal of the Concept of the “Imagined 
Community” and the Presumed Sacred Languages of the Medieval Period’, in National Identities 6/1 
(2004), 3-24.  
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older.34 Adrian Hastings went so far as to view ethnicity as the basis of nationhood, stating that 

ethnicities, as oral communities, become nations when they produced a vernacular written literature 

and were affected by ‘pressures of the state’ (which he said occurred in fourteenth-century England); 

he states that the nation is a Christian phenomenon, based on the Old Testament model.35  

Such criticisms led to a third approach to the debate known as ethnosymbolism, which recently 

has been championed by Anthony Smith. Ethnosymbolism ‘regards the central components of ethnic 

and national phenomena as both sociocultural and symbolic, i.e. language, dress, emblems, rituals, 

artefacts, consisting in memories, myths, values and traditions’.36 It is based upon John Armstrong’s 

notion of myth-symbol complexes, which examines symbols, myths, memories (so-called 

mythomoteurs) and values in light of the role of ethnic groups in nation-building processes.37 

Distinctive clusters of these symbolic components delineate and guard the boundaries of ethnies; 

ancestry myths define the specific character of ethnies; memories of ancestral homelands, often 

related to battles and heroes, are resources for ethnic continuity. These are more powerful when tied 

to institutions such as the Church or state. Myth-symbol complexes are both constitutive, helping to 

structure an ethnic group’s social relations and cultural institutions, and subjective, appealing to 

members’ perceptions and beliefs.38  

Smith advocates focusing on these process developments, wherein an ‘ethnic past’, encapsulated 

in myths, symbols, cultural traditions, values, might be appropriated in order to create new bonds of 

solidarity.39 As he wrote, nations can arise from state formation, strategies of elites, but also from 

memories, symbols and cultural traditions, myths, and values.40 This is a productive approach as it 

circumvents, to an extent, the pitfalls of teleological thinking. Instead of raising the question to 

which extent modern nations and forms of nationalism are products of a continuous evolution of pre-

modern, medieval or ancient notions of ethnic identity, it advocates examining the continuous 

constitutive and subjective complexes in each period. Instead indeed of searching for the ethnic 

origins of nations in the past, the ethno-symbolic approach looks at how people defined and 

perceived themselves through their myths and symbols, and how these myths and symbols were 

employed throughout various periods, in relation to politics, ideologies, economic and social 

developments. This approach is relevant when examining the notion of ethnic character, as this too 

might be viewed as a concept of communal mental traits and values which is both constitutive and 

subjective, as notions of ethnic character may shape social relations – sharpening boundaries 

                                                      
34 Hugh Seton-Watson, Nations and States: an Enquiry into the Origins of Nations and the Politics of 
Nationalism (London 1982). 
35 Hoppenbrouwers, ‘The dynamics of national identity’, 32-37. 
36 Smith, The Nation in History, 63-65. See also especially Anthony D. Smith, Ethno-Symbolism and 
Nationalism: A Cultural Approach (London and New York 2009), 23-40.  
37 John Armstrong, Nations before Nationalism (Chapel Hill 1982), 7-9; Smith, Nation in History, 50-52; 
62-77. 
38 Hoppenbrouwers, ‘The dynamics of national identity’, 24. 
39 Smith, The Nation in History, 63-64. 
40 Smith, The Cultural Foundations of Nations, 19. 
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between groups but also, for example, increasing pride in one’s own group. This approach is also 

applicable to medieval ethnic categories, as a non-historizing concept. My general point of departure 

is thus that ethnic stereotypes, or using Joep Leerssen terminology: ethnotypes, form a relevant 

constituent of ethnic identity whose development might be examined over time.41  

In discussions on ethnicity, the divide between medievalists and modernists is great; to date few 

attempts have been made to incorporate literature on ethnic identity in the Middle Ages in theoretical 

discussions of nationhood; a comprehensive overview of research on this subject has yet to be 

published.42 Instead, medievalists have focused on various aspects of ethnic identity, often confused 

with ‘national identity’, such as the role of origin myths in shaping notions of a shared past, or 

specific studies of ethnic identity in for example twelfth-century England. Below, I focus on 

literature specifically, though not exclusively, related to ethnic character and consciousness.   

 

Development of medieval ethnic groups 

Among medieval historians, there has been some debate as to whether national thinking existed in 

the Middle Ages, on what basis, and how it might have served as a precursor to the development of 

modern nations. There is still some confusion and disagreement about how to approach these 

questions. Anthony Smith’s viewpoint is that nations have pre-modern antecedents, which he terms 

as ethnic communities or ethnies (and not nations, see below), based upon cultural attributes and 

classical concepts such as community and respublica. According to Smith, these ethnies precede 

political communities. This is based upon the position that whereas numerous ethnic communities 

did not evolve into politically organized entities, yet notions about an ethnic past may influence the 

present. The concurring opinion among medievalists seems to be that self-conscious ethno-political 

communities developed in Europe in the longue durée.43 

In keeping with twentieth-century approaches to the formation of national identities, some 

medievalists have addressed the development of medieval ‘nations’ from a political viewpoint. 

Susan Reynolds focused especially on the role of politics and nation-building. According to Susan 

Reynolds, who takes a rather extreme position, political ties actually created ethnic groups.44 

                                                      
41 Leerssen, National Thought, 17. 
42 A recent contribution is Len Scales and Oliver Zimmer (eds), Power and the Nation in European 
History (Cambridge 2005). For a very general discussion from a theoretical viewpoint discussing 
approaches to ethnic and national identity in the Middle Ages see Lesley Johnson, ‘Imagining 
Communities: Medieval and Modern’ in Simon Forde, Lesley Johnson and Alan V. Murray (eds), 
Concepts of National Identity in the Middle Ages (Leeds 1995), 1-20; Anthony D. Smith, ‘National 
Identities: Modern and Medieval’, in Idem, 21-46. Recent overviews are Hoppenbrouwers, ‘The 
dynamics of national identity’; and Peter Hoppenbrouwers, Medieval peoples imagined’, in Manfred 
Beller and Joep Leerssen (eds), Imagology: The cultural construction and literary representation of 
national characters (Amsterdam and New York 2007), 45-62. 
43 Len Scales and Oliver Zimmer, ‘Introduction’, in Len Scales and Oliver Zimmer (eds), Power and the 
Nation in European History (Cambridge 2005), 1-29, here at 5. 
44 Susan Reynolds, ‘The Idea of the Nation as a Political Community’, in Len Scales and Oliver Zimmer 
(eds), Power and the Nation in European History (Cambridge 2005), 54-66, here at 60-61. The same 
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Reynolds’ viewpoint is that the nation (i.e. an ethnic group) – a ‘natural, given, objectively existing 

human community’ – is naturally also a political community in light of the collective nature of 

medieval government. Kingdoms, from her viewpoint, also belonged to communities of peoples, 

which viewed themselves as communities of descent, culture and politics.45 Reynolds further argued 

that the existence of kingdoms, shared laws and governments promoted a sense of solidarity.46 

However, this is an overstated assumption given the social and legal divisions in most medieval 

communities. Moreover, it is necessary to distinguish carefully between political theories put 

forward by intellectuals and emotional attachments which might have been felt by broader layers of 

medieval populations. Nonetheless, as discussed further below, from the twelfth century concepts 

remerged such as the idea of fighting for one’s patria, as abbot Suger called for King Louis the Fat’s 

vassals to fight for France against the German emperor in 1124.47  

In the early thirteenth century, calls for the expulsion of Poitevins as political advisors to Henry 

III in England were being made on the basis of their foreign, non-native status.48 A fundamental 

change in thinking about ethnicity and power structures occurred when, as Joachim Ehlers wrote, 

from the end of the thirteenth century natio and lingua were viewed by learned men to form the basis 

of communities, from which loyalty to the provincia and the regnum flowed. Thus, at the end of the 

thirteenth century, Thomas Aquinas articulated that polities were based on natural groups 

(provinciae) instead of emanating from the sinful state of humanity, as Augustine had held.49 As the 

French historian Bernard Guenée has argued, whereas earlier followers of Augustine did not believe 

that political and ‘racial’ communities were related, the state was now, in theory, the consequence of 

the nation; there was no political community (populus) without a nation.50 At the end of the 

thirteenth century, rulers also started to emphasize that their subjects formed a ‘nation’.51 However, 

this does not mean that subjects had a constitutional basis of power in politics, neither in practice nor 

theory.   

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                            
opinion is expressed by Aart Noordzij, Gelre. Dynastie, land en identiteit in de late middeleeuwen 
(Hilversum 2009), 33.  
45 Reynolds, ‘The Idea of the Nation’, 56-60. 
46 Reynolds, Kingdoms and Communities, esp. chapter 8. 
47 Cf. Jeremy duQuesnay Adams, ‘The Patriotism of Abbot Suger’, in Proceedings of the Annual 
Meeting of the Western Society for French History 15 (1988), 19-29. Whether Suger’s call is however an 
example of patriotism, is highly debateable. 
48 Michael T. Clanchy, England and its Rulers, 1066-1272: Foreign Lordship and National Identity 
(Oxford 1983), 241-244. 
49 Joachim Ehlers, ‘Elemente mittelalterlicher Nationsbildung in Frankreich (10.-13. Jahrhundert)’, in 
Historische Zeitschrift 231 (1980), 565-587, here at 566; Zientara, ‘Nationale Strukturen’, 313. 
50 Bernard Guenée, States and Rulers in Later Medieval Europe, translated by Juliet Vale (Oxford 1985). 
53-54. Originally published in French under the title L’Occident aux XIVe et XVe siècles. Les États (Paris 
1971). 
51 Idem, 49, 64. 
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Medieval categories of ethnicity  

Besides state formation, many medievalists addressing the subject of ethnicity have focused on the 

question what constituted an ethnic group in medieval thinking, rather than whether it was culturally, 

ethnically or politically driven and whether there existed an ideology of nationhood. Three 

publications have argued extensively that in the later Middle Ages, notions of ethnic identity were 

based upon the belief that ethnic groups had a shared past, were of common descent, had shared 

customs, common laws, and in some cases a shared language. In a series of four articles, Rees 

Davies discussed ethnic identity in the British Isles in relation to ethnic names, boundaries, regnal 

solidarities, laws and customs, language and historical myths.52 As he concluded, ‘the medieval 

world was a world of peoples’, whose boundaries did not necessarily coincide with political 

structures.53 Bernard Guenée, writing about the late Middle Ages, also stated that late-medieval 

notions of ethnicity were based upon shared biological origins, the same ‘blood’, values, customs 

and language.54 Similarly, Robert Bartlett has termed the medieval ethnic group as community of 

descent, language, law and customs, laying emphasis especially on the role of language and cultural 

attributes.55 Groups also shared dress fashions, haircuts, cultural customs, social practices, and 

mores. An important ethnic badge was the weaponry carried and manners of warfare.56  

Peoples, in the medieval period termed a gens, natio, or populus, thus viewed themselves as 

communities of descent or kinship, culture and language. The terms they used are generally 

interchangeable, although the word gens could in early medieval times refer specifically to pagans, 

and populus to the Christian community.57 These terms might also refer to regional communities, or 

whole kingdoms.58 In the early thirteenth century, there were thus still many gentes living in France. 

                                                      
52 Rees Davies, ‘The Peoples of Britain and Ireland 1100-1400 I. Identities’, in Transactions of the Royal 
Historical Society 6/4 (1994), 1-20; Rees Davies, ‘The Peoples of Britain and Ireland 1100-1400 II. 
Names, Boundaries and Regnal Solidarities’, in Transactions of the Royal Historical Society 6/5 (1995), 
1-20; Rees Davies, ‘The Peoples of Britain and Ireland 1100-1400 III. Laws and Customs’, in 
Transactions of the Royal Historical Society 6/6 (1996), 1-23; Rees Davies, ‘The Peoples of Britain and 
Ireland 1100-1400 IV. Language and Historical Mythology’, in Transactions of the Royal Historical 
Society 6/4 (1994), 1-24. 
53 Davies, ‘The Peoples of Britain and Ireland 1100-1400 I. Identities’, 13. 
54 Guenée, States and Rulers. 49-65.  
55 Robert Bartlett, ‘Medieval and Modern Concepts of Race and Ethnicity’, in Journal of Medieval and 
Early Modern Studies 31/1 (2001), 39-56, here at 48-49.  
56 Robert Bartlett, Gerald of Wales: A Voice of the Middle Ages, Clarendon (new ed., Stroud 2006), 155. 
57 For the often synonymous use of populus, gens and natio, see Benedykt Zientara, ‘Populus – Gens – 
Natio. Einige Probleme aus dem Bereich der ethnischen Terminologie des frühen Mittelalters’, in Otto 
Dann (ed.), Nationalismus in vorindustrieller Zeit (Munich 1986), 11-20. In some cases, gentes together 
were viewed to form a natio. Hastings, Construction of Nationhood, 38, notes that the same applies in 
Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica. Nora Berend, At the Gates of Christendom, 192-193. Sometimes gentes 
could together make up a natio; see Bartlett, ‘Race and Ethnicity’, 48; Johan Huizinga, ‘Patriotisme en 
nationalisme in de Europeesche geschiedenis tot het einde der negentiende eeuw’, in Idem, Verzamelde 
werken (Haarlem 1949), volume 4, 497-554, here at 506-507; Walter Müller, ‘Zur Geschichte des Wortes 
und Begriffes “nation” im französischen Schrifttum des Mittelalters bis zur Mitte des 15. Jahrhunderts’, 
in Romanische Forschungen 58-59 (1947), 247-321. 
58 For regional identities in the German territories see the contributions in Peter Moraw (ed.), Regionale 
Identität und soziale Gruppen im deutschen Mittelalter (Berlin 1992); for regional identities in Europe 
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Conversely, regional diversity need not eliminate loyalty to the kingdom – one might as a Poitevin 

be loyal to the Frankish kingdom. On the other hand, dynasties which managed to win political 

hegemony might do so on the basis of power politics, not simply because people considered ethnic 

identity to be analogous to rights to rulership. As Reynolds writes, the kingdoms were those which 

‘best managed to harness the old solidarities of law and myth to themselves’.59  

The medieval concept of ethnicity is highly congruent with Anthony Smith’s definition of the six 

main components of an ethnic group, consisting of: (1) a collective proper name; (2) myth of 

common ancestry; (3) shared historical memories; (4) one or more differentiating elements of 

common culture; (5) an association with a specific ‘homeland’; (6) sense of solidarity for significant 

sectors of the population.60 In comparison, Smith defined a nation as ‘a named human population 

occupying a historic territory or homeland and sharing common myths and memories, a mass, public 

culture; a single economy; common rights and duties for all members’. By explicitly using Smith’s 

definition of an ethnic group when speaking of nations, I lay emphasis on the cultural ties and mental 

perspectives instead of the political, legal and economic bonds, as Smith’s definition of the nation 

entails an inclusive state-polity.61 Secondly, reference to ethnic instead of national accentuates the 

gradations within the extent of allegiances. The more inclusive, abstract concept of a nation in the 

period of industrialization is thus set off against the looser ties of allegiance in medieval times. 

These six attributes of medieval ethnicity are discussed in further detail below.  

 

(1) Names  

In medieval geography, ethnic names were related to both territory and myths of descent. As 

Bernard Guenée wrote, an ethnic name ‘translates, sustains or determines certain fundamental myths 

about the nation’.62 Territories were often named after ethnic groups (i.e. Francia from the Franks), 

or were explained etymologically as named after some mythological founder (descending from 

Francus). Historians have pointed out that in evidence of the tightening grip of bureaucracy and 

increasing royal power from the twelfth century, kings in France, Germany and England increasingly 
                                                                                                                                                            
Antoni Czacharowski (ed.), Nationale, ethnische Minderheiten und regionale Identitäten in Mittelalter 
und Neuzeit (Toruń 1994). 
59 Reynolds, Kingdoms and Communities, 261. 
60 Anthony D. Smith, National Identity (London 1991), 21. 
61 Throughout this study I have thus tried to use the term ethnic group or people instead of nation; where 
I do use the word nation, it is meant in the sense of an ethnic group.  
62 Guenée, States and Rulers, 50-52. See especially Bernd Schneidmüller, Nomen patriae: Die 
Entstehung Frankreichs in der politisch-geographischen Terminologie (10.-13. Jahrhundert) 
(Sigmaringen 1987); Rudolf Schieffer, ‘Frankreich im Mittelalter’, in Mittelalterliche nationes – 
neuzeitliche Nationen: Probleme der Nationenbildung in Europa (Wiesbaden 1995), 43-59; Ehlers, 
‘Elemente mittelalterlicher Nationsbildung’, 573-587 for growing loyalty to the French monarchy in the 
course of the twelfth century. For early medieval regna and continual application of ethnic names, see 
Eugen Ewig, ‘Volkstum und Volksbewuβtsein im Frankenreich des 7. Jahrhunderts. Civitas, pagus, 
Ducatus and natio’, in Eugen Ewig, Spätantikes und fränkisches Gallien: gesammelte Schriften (1952-
1973) (2 volumes, Munich 1976-1979), vol. 1, 231-273.  According to Rees Davies, names were so 
important that deletion of an ethnic name was synonymous to genocide. Cf. Davies, ‘The Peoples of 
Britain and Ireland 1100–1400 II Names, Boundaries and Regnal Solidarities’, 2-5.  
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termed themselves as kings of territories instead of peoples. Thus, in the eighth-century German 

territories the word ‘Theodiscus’ referred to the Germanic language; from the mid-eleventh century 

‘Teutonicus’ referred to the peoples living in German territories; in the twelfth century the name 

Teutonia was introduced for the territory.63 Before the Crusades Francia designated either the 

territory north of the Loire or referred to the historic Carolingian empire. At the beginning of the 

thirteenth century, Francia came to designate the whole kingdom nominally governed by the French 

king. King Philips II thus called himself rex Franciae for this first time after the fall of Rouen in 

1204. Anglia at this time took on the meaning of the whole of Britain, although who the Angli 

precisely were remains nebulous until the early parts of the thirteenth century, when the Anglo-

Saxons and Normans seemed to have intermingled.64 As discussed in chapter 1, ethnonyms were 

also viewed to reflect a people’s character; thus the guide to Santiago wrote of the Navarrese that 

they were ‘non verus’, of contaminated, untrue stock.  

 

(2) Myths of common ancestry  

Medieval peoples were viewed as communities of blood. The very words gens and natio bear the 

connotations of birth and generation (natus, from the verb nasci, and generatio).65 Blood ties were 

ensconced in early medieval descent myths, which remained popular in twelfth-century literary and 

historiographical sources. Origin myths were presented in genealogies of royal descent from Trojan 

founders (the Franks descending from Francus, the British from Brutus via his eldest son 

Locrinus),66 biblical figures (Asians, Europeans and Africans purportedly the descendants of Sem, 

                                                      
63 For the use of the name Teutonicus and the German Empire, see Bernd Schneidmüller, ‘Reich – Volk 
– Nation: Die Entstehung des deutschen Reiches und der deutschen Nation im Mittelalter’, in Bues and 
Rexheuser (eds), Mittelalterliches nationes, 73-101; Pierre Monnet, ‘La patria médiévale vue 
d’Allemagne, entre construction impériale et identités régionales’, in Le Moyen Âge 107 (2001), 71-90; 
Joachim Ehlers, Die Entstehung des deutschen Reiches (Munich 1994); Fritz Vigener, Bezeichnungen für 
Volk und Land der Deutschen vom 10. bis zum 13. Jahrhundert (Darmstadt 1976), 48-102; Heinz 
Thomas, ‘Sur l’histoire du mot “Deutsch” depuis le milieu du XIIe siècle jusqu’à la fin du XIIIe siècle’, in: 
Rainer Babel and Jean-Marie Moeglin (eds), Identité régionale et conscience nationale en France et en 
Allemagne du Moyen Age à l'époque moderne (Sigmaringen 1997), 27-35; Heinz Thomas, ‘Die 
Deutschen und die Rezeption ihres Volksnamens’, in W. Paravicini (ed.), Nord und Süd in der deutschen 
Geschichte des Mittelalters: Gedenkschrift für Karl Jordan (Sigmaringen 1989); Heinz Thomas, ‘Das 
Identitätsproblem der Deutschen im Mittelalter’, in: Geschichte in Wissenschaft und Unterricht 43 
(1992), 138-139; Hannes Kästner, ‘Der groβmächtige Riese und Recke Teuton: Etymologische 
Spurensuche nach dem Urvater der Deutschen am Ende des Mittelalters’, in Zeitschrift für deutsche 
Philologie 110 (1991), 68-97. 
64 See Hugh Thomas, The English and the Normans: Ethnic Hostility, Assimilation, and Identity, 1066-
C. 1220 (Oxford 2003); prior to the Conquest, the inhabitants of the island called themselves Angli from 
at least the eighth century, and more rarely Anglo Saxones. Cf. Susan Reynolds, ‘What do we mean by 
“Anglo-Saxon” and “Anglo-Saxons”’, in Journal of British Studies 24 (1985), 395-414, here at 398. 
Richard Southern rather adamantly stressed the weak loyalty to the royal house in twelfth-century 
England, in comparison to twelfth-century France. His position seems somewhat overstated. See R.W. 
Southern, Medieval Humanism and Other Studies (Oxford 1970), chapter 8. 
65 Davies, ‘The Peoples of Britain and Ireland 1100-1400 I. Identities’, 6-7. 
66 Fredegar was the first to speak of the Trojan origin of the Franks. Notably, in the twelfth century the 
English (and not just the Britons) identified with Brutus. This belief might have been deliberately 
stimulated by King Henry II in the second part of the twelfth century; he commissioned Wace to translate 
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Japheth, and Ham respectively), or from Alexander the Great.67 These early medieval genealogies 

point to close ties in perceived relations between a people and royal leadership, which, according to 

John Armstrong, were specifically relevant to nomadic groups.68 Besides myths of the wanderings of 

mythological founders, there were also stories of the treks of kinship groups to a destined territory, 

such as in Germanic histories; the Bavarians, for instance, were said to have trekked from Armenia – 

where Noah was said to have built his arc – to southern Germany.69 Some peoples constructed 

descent myths from their northern origins (Scandza), such as the Normans (descending from the 

Dacians but also purportedly migrating from the Maeotic Swamps), or the Goths.70 Some 

mythological founders were viewed as the name-givers of both ethnic group and territory (for 

example Brutus-Britain).  

Nonetheless, Robert Bartlett has questioned the relevance of biological thinking and belief in 

fixed descent groups, emphasizing the value of acculturation and environmental influences in 

medieval thinking about ethnicity.71 On the other hand, Rees Davies believed that ethnic groups 

fundamentally rejected notions of ethnogenesis and acculturation, stating that ‘given that a people 

was identifiable by origin, blood, descent and character – in other words that it was an objective and 

“enduring reality” – any fudging of the boundaries between peoples should, at least theoretically, be 

construed as literally unnatural’, as it eroded the identity of a people, and was as such viewed as 

‘reprehensible and pernicious’.72 A relevant question is whether ethnic groups were perceived to 

retain their ‘original’ character and customs upon migration, intermarriage, and acculturation. For 

example, Wace (c. 1100-1171/83) wrote that the Saxons had brought their forebears’ customs and 

laws with them upon migrating from Germany to Britain, thereby retaining continuity with their 
                                                                                                                                                            
Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History of the British Kings into French; Wace also produced the Roman de 
Rou. See Penny Eley, ‘The Myth of Trojan Descent and Perceptions of National Identity: the Case of 
“Eneas” and the “Roman de Troie”’, in Nottingham Medieval Studies 35 (1991), 27-40, here at 29. 
67 For the myth of descent of Sem, Japheth and Ham, see Denys Hay, Europe: The Emergence of an Idea 
(New York 1966), 1-15; Benjamin Braude, ‘The Sons of Noah and the Construction of Ethnic and 
Geographical Identities in the Medieval and Early Modern Periods’, in: William and Mary Quarterly 54 
(1997), 103-142. For the curse of Ham and dark skinned peoples see further references in chapter 3. 
68 Armstrong, Nations before Nationalism, chapter 2. 
69 Hoppenbrouwers, ‘Medieval Peoples Imagined’, 47. 
70 Idem, 45-49. Cf. Susan Reynolds, ‘Medieval Origines Gentium and the Community of the Realm’, in 
History 68 (1983), 375-390; Jörn Garber, ‘Trojaner-Römer-Franken-Deutsche. “Nationale” 
Abstammungstheorien im Vorfeld der Nationalstaatsbildung’, in Klaus Garber (ed.), Nation und Literatur 
im Europa der Frühen Neuzeit (Tübingen 1989), 108-63; Patrick Geary, The Myth of Nations (Princeton 
and Oxford 2002), 61; Claude Carozzi, ‘Des Daces aux Normands. Le mythe et l’identification d’un 
people chez Dudon de Saint-Quentin’, in C. Carozzi and H. Taviani-Carozzi (eds), Peuples du Moyen 
Âge. Problèmes d’identification (Aix-en-Provence 1996); R.H.C. Davis, The Normans and their Myth 
(London 1976), 49-69; Emily Albu, The Normans in their histories. Propaganda, myth and subversion 
(Woodbridge 2001); František Graus, ‘Troja und die trojanische Herkunftssage im Mittelalter’, in Willi 
Erzgräber (ed.), Kontinuität und Transformation der Antike im Mittelalter (Sigmaringen 1989), 25-43; 
František Graus, Lebendige Vergangenheit: Überlieferung im Mittelalter und in den Vorstellungen vom 
Mittelalter (Cologne 1975); Eley, ‘The Myth of Trojan Descent’, 27-40. Arno Borst, Der Turmbau von 
Babel. Geschichte der Meinungen über Ursprung und Vielfalt der Sprachen und Völker (6 volumes, 
Stuttgart 1957-1963), offers a wealth of sources with references to origin myths. 
71 Bartlett, ‘Race and Ethnicity’, 45-46. 
72 Davies, ‘The Peoples of Britain and Ireland 1100-1400 I. Identities’, 7-8. 
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past.73 On the other hand, according to the guide to Santiago, the Scottish migration and violent rape 

of the indigenous inhabitants of Navarra had produced a degenerate people. The question of notions 

of fixed or mutable ethnicity is discussed further in chapter 3. 

 

(3) Shared historical memories  

The importance of shared memories of the past, constructed both in textual and oral sources and also 

transmitted through traditions, images, symbols, is relevant to ethnic character insofar as notions 

existed that ethnic character was shaped in the past, or had determined historical events (as a myth-

symbol complex). Some of these shared memories are founded on the mythical origins of peoples or 

ethnic ancestry of celebrated rulers, especially Charlemagne; others might refer to political events of 

the past such as defeat in battle.74 

 

(4) Differentiating elements of common culture  

According to Robert Bartlett, cultural attributes were viewed as key ingredients in medieval thinking 

about ethnicity.75 Common culture might include eating and drinking habits, dress styles, weaponry, 

music culture, festivities, and shared social values and customs. Bernard Guenée has emphasized the 

importance of saints in forging ethnic communities, such as St Denis (of whom Louis VI became 

patron and protector in 1120) in France, and St. Georges in England; in 1222 the Council of Oxford 

indeed introduced the St. Georges day as a national feast day.76  

 

(5) Association with a ‘homeland’  

Relevant to the existence of ethnic consciousness is the question to which degree peoples imagined 

that they inhabited a geographic space which formed an object of attachment, and to which they had 

a sense of entitlement. Before the twelfth century (as well as during and afterwards) the patria could 

refer to a person’s region of birth (patria nativitatis) or native land (as it could in biblical and 

classical texts), a person’s roots. It might lack an abstract geopolitical or civic meaning, such as 

when referring to the ancient civic term of the respublica.77 More importantly, it bore religious 

significance, as the communis patria, of which Rome was the head, incorporated the universal 

Christian community; for Augustine, thus, patria meant heaven. This continued in the twelfth 

century; for example crusaders left behind their own patria out of charitable love of God, striving 
                                                      
73 Davies, ‘The Peoples of Britain and Ireland 1100-1400 III. Laws and Customs’, 13. 
74 Guenée, States and Rulers, 57-61. 
75 Bartlett, ‘Race and Ethnicity’, 47. 
76 Guenée, States and Rulers, 59. 
77 Thomas Eichenberger, Patria: Studien zur Bedeutung des Wortes im Mittelalter (6.-12. Jahrhundert) 
(Sigmaringen, 1991), esp. 25-81; Nomen patriae; Halvdan Koht, ‘A Specific Sense of the Word patria in 
Norse and Norman Latin’ in Archivum Latinitas Medii Aevi 2 (Paris 1922), 93-96, supplements in Ibid. 3, 
30-31, 87, 145; Scottish Historical Review 24 (Glasgow 1927), 240-243; Ernst H. Kantorowicz, The 
King’s Two Bodies. A Study in Medieval Political Theology (Princeton 1957), 232-272; G. Dupont-
Ferrier, ‘Le sens des mots “patria” et “patrie” en France au Moyen Age et jusqu’au début du XVIIe siècle’, 
in Revue historique 188 (Paris 1940), 89-105.  
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instead for the heavenly fatherland.78 Martyrs were the exemplars of civic self-sacrifice, offering 

themselves up for the communis patria.  

However, from the twelfth century, under classicizing influences, the notion remerged among 

intellectuals of a patria as a worldly fatherland to which one owed loyalty.79 Geoffrey of Monmouth, 

for example, equates the patria to the monarchy, using the imagery of brothers-in-arms. A general 

politicization of the concept occurs, adopting classical notions of communis patria.80 In Germany, 

the patria might now refer to the stem duchies.81 Especially emotive are the classical notions of 

fighting (pugna pro patria) and dying (pro patria mori) for the fatherland (according to Horace, a 

sweet death) which began to apply not only to heavenly but also earthly territories. Circa 1128, in 

the Glossa ordinaria, Accursius thus wrote that obedience to the fatherland was a ius gentium; dying 

for the dulcissima patria, the sweetest fatherland, was a glorious deed. Crucially, early thirteenth-

century jurists such as Johannes Teutonicus, followed slightly later by Jean de Blanhot, wrote that 

the duty to defend the fatherland was greater than the duty to defend a lord. The loyalty of vassals 

should lie with their fatherland instead of being driven the bonds of fealty.82 Odofredo, a mid-

thirteenth-century legal commentator, thus wrote that a good citizen should defend his fatherland. By 

the mid-1200s, taxes were being imposed for the defence of the native fatherland. By the end of the 

thirteenth century, the virtue of caritas had turned political: love for the fatherland rooted in charity 

putting the common good before the private. By the end of the thirteenth century communis patria in 

France could mean the whole French realm. By now, French legists were writing that the French 

kingdom was independent from the German Empire; fighting for France was comparable to fighting 

for the Holy Land.83  

As Johan Huizinga stated, patriotism (used in the broad sense of a subjective feeling and 

conviction of an obligation towards the superior patria), a desire to defend one’s own, was a 

powerful notion.84 Bernard Guenée wrote that ‘throughout the medieval period everyone was 

constantly exhorted to love his country, to fight and, if necessary, die for it’.85 However, we must 

realize that these were elitist concepts. In daily life, the patria remained close to the word pays, 

native region. Nonetheless, the concept of loyalty to the fatherland as a political concept could, 

amongst the elite, become a powerful motif which might have strengthened ethnocentric bonds, 
                                                      
78 Eichenberger, Patria, 58; Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies, 241. See Jonathan Riley-Smith, 
‘Crusading as an Act of Love’, in History 65 (1980), 177-192 for the idea of love for Christ voiced in 
kinship relations such as brotherly love in order to enthuse laymen during the Crusades to take the cross. 
79 Xavier de Planhol and Paul Claval, A Historical Geography of France, transl. Janey Lloyd 
(Cambridge 1994), 105. Originally published as Géographie historique de la France (Paris 1988). Koht, 
‘Dawn of Nationalism’, 266, says for example that abbot Suger termed King Louis the Fat ‘pater patriae’, 
although I have not been able to trace the reference in his Vita Ludovici.  
80 Guenée, States and Rulers, 55. 
81 Eichenberger, Patria, 66. 
82 Gaines Post, ‘Two Notes on Nationalism in the Middle Ages’, in Traditio 9 (1953), 281-320, here at 
288-291 for source references.  
83 Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies, 247. 
84 Huizinga, ‘Patriotisme en nationalisme’, 497-498. 
85 Guenée, States and Rulers, 54. 



28 

 

especially in France and England, among the fighting aristocracy. The lines in Lawrence of 

Durham’s twelfth-century Latin ‘Dialogues’ may suffice to illustrate its potency:  

 

Your tears for England’s grief – that public loss 

Should generate your private woe – I praise. 

For reason tells us all to love our land. 

No better love exists than for our land. 

Sweet love of country fills the pious heart.86 

 

(6) Sense of solidarity for significant sectors of the population  

Loyalties could exist on the level of regional territories or royal principalities. According to Susan 

Reynolds, the ‘loyalties of kingship came to coincide with the solidarities of supposed common 

descent and law’ after 900.87 However, as Robert Bartlett has argued, regional loyalties remained 

intact in the later Middle Ages, without necessarily undermining an overriding sense of solidarity to 

a royal dynasty.88 In the absence of an ideology demanding self-determination for ethnic groups, 

political allegiance could also be organized along non-ethnic lines. Moreover, the social divisions 

between the aristocracy, urban groups and peasants, between men of the cloth and laymen, and the 

literate and illiterate, complicate any sense of solidarity among broader layers of the population, as it 

remains unclear to which extent the sources speak for the non-literate, and to which extent the non-

literate were acquainted with any discussions of ethnicity.   

 

Language and law 

Besides these ‘attributes’ of ethnic groups, we may point to the role of language and law in ethnic 

thinking. In book IX of the Etymologies, on the ‘Languages of Peoples’, Isidore of Seville had stated 

that the diversity of peoples was born from one language.89 Language could be identified with a 

people: the word theodiscus, ‘the people’, was used from late eighth century at the Carolingian court 

for the vernacular lingua theodisca, spoken by Teutons.90 Foreigners might also be caricatured 

through language, and groups identified along linguistic lines. Before the twelfth century, derogatory 

utterances were especially made about Romance- and Germanic-speaking peoples, referring to the 

harshness of the German tongue. Nonetheless, some scholars have questioned the extent in which 

                                                      
86 Lawrence of Durham’s twelfth-century Dialogi I vs. 77-81, ed. Raine, 3, transl. by A.G. Rigg, 
‘Lawrence of Durham: Dialogues and Easter Poem: A Verse Translation’, in The Journal of Medieval 
Latin 7 (1997), 42-126, here at 47: ‘Quod patriae fles damna tuae, quod publica fletum / Mors tibi 
privatum suggerit, ipse probo. / Dictat enim ratio patriae pietate teneri; / Et quis amor patriae major amore 
subit? Dulcis amor patriae pia pectora dulcius implet.’ 
87 Reynolds, Kingdoms and Communities, 258-260. 
88 Bartlett, ‘Race and Ethnicity’, 50-54; Davies, ‘The Peoples of Britain and Ireland 1100-1400 I. 
Identities’, 11. 
89 Isidore of Seville, Etymologiae IX 1, 1 ed. M. Reydellet (Paris 1984), 30-31. 
90 Kisch, ‘Nationalism and Race’, 190-191. 
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language played a decisive role in ethnic thinking.91 Absence of linguistic factors in medieval 

sources may however have to do with the fact that most sources are composed in Latin before the 

vernacularization process set in from the thirteenth century.  

In addition, legal status must have profoundly influenced ethnic consciousness. As Guido Kisch 

remarked, the rhetoric of an immemorial law of the people, sanctioned by the king, tapped into 

notions of its ancient character, strengthening a collective ethnic solidarity.92 Indeed, all-embracing 

laws remained absent and the system of personality of law in some cases retained for minority 

populations.93  

Having cursorily discussed what made up an ‘ethnic group’ and which elements might have been 

considered to constitute ethnicity in the later Middle Ages, I will now discuss a number of studies 

specifically examining the concept op ethnic stereotyping, character and consciousness, which in the 

past has sometimes been confused with national sentiment. 

  

Ethnic stereotypes and character  

A number of specific monographs and articles are relevant to the study of ethnic stereotypes, 

consciousness and character in the later Middle Ages. Especially in the early twentieth century, some 

scholars actually discussed whether there was such a thing as ‘nationalism’ and ‘national sentiment’ 

in the Middle Ages.94 Paul Kirn’s Aus der Frühzeit des Nationalgefühls, published in Leipzig in the 

middle of the Second World War, is the most extensive publication in this field. In the prologue, 

Kirn, who was head of Medieval History Department at Frankfurt am Main, states that the idea for 

his book arose during the First World War, when he was wounded and captured by French troops. 

After the war, he began to amass literature about medieval France and collected examples of 

expressions of ‘national sentiment’ from the eighth to thirteenth centuries, focusing on the French, 

English and Germans, especially the works of the Frenchman Suger of St Denis, the Anglo-Norman-

                                                      
91 Eley, ‘The Myth of Trojan Descent’, 31. Elisabeth Schulze-Busacker, ‘French Conceptions of 
Foreigners and Foreign Languages in the Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries’, in Romance Philology 49/1 
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Welshman Gerald of Wales and the Cologne canon Alexander of Roes.95 Although Kirn had 

seemingly withdrawn from politics, his choice of subject (the historical boundaries of German 

territories and medieval national consciousness) was relevant to Nazi politics, as was his plea for a 

strong national community and state and a call to his readers to acknowledge their duties in ‘racial 

and colonization politics’, although without directly propagating anti-Semitic prosecution.96 The 

underlying motif of Frühzeit is a call for leadership (referring to Hitler) and national unity. Notably, 

a copy of this book was used to send encoded messages (lightly tipping a letter on every other page 

from back to front) by Dietrich Bonhoeffer, member of the German resistance group of Abwehr 

officers who attempted to overthrow the Nazi regime in 1939, who was imprisoned and sentenced to 

death by the Germans in April 1945 after the failed attempt to assassinate Hitler in 1944.97 Evidently 

the book was sufficiently salonfähig for officials to allow Bonhoeffer to borrow a copy in prison. 

Despite its nationalist perspective, speaking of a shared German consciousness in the Middle Ages, 

his study does offer a wealth of mostly historiographical, sources especially concerning German-

French relations.  

Medieval ‘nationalism’ was also examined in a number of articles. Halvdan Koht speaks of how 

the leaders of ethnic groups in early medieval times did not seek ‘national separatism’, as Roman 

traditions were too strong, yet dates the rise of ‘nationalism’ – meaning national consciousness – to 

the twelfth century.98 Koht terms Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History of the Kings of Britain as the 

‘most famous nationalistic historiography’, although its purpose and message have since been 

contested by many.99 He speaks of a ‘juvenile pride’ in one’s own nation contrasted with others; the 

kingdom is the ‘country of everybody’, loyalty to the king ‘a national duty and a proof of virtue’, 

devotion not simply patriotism but a real affection for the native land, which affects the nation as a 

whole.100 In his substantial article about ethnic consciousness, Johan Huizinga also spoke of 

medieval nationalism and patriotism in the broadest sense of the meaning.101 Referring to the period 

before the fourteenth century, Robert Bartlett laid special emphasis on English ‘nationalism’ as ‘a 

longish history of political unity under one dynasty, a common language, and the territorial integrity 

aided by an island location all created a “match between people and polity” that gave English 

nationalism an earlier, more continuous, and more apparently self-evident history than the 

                                                      
95 Kirn, Frühzeit des Nationalgefühls. 
96 Carsten Kretschmann, ‘Einsatz für Deutschland? Die Frankfurter Historiker Walter Platzhoff und Paul 
Kirn im “Dritten Reich”’, in Jörn Kobes, Jan Otmar Hesse (eds), Frankfurter Wissenschaftler zwischen 
1933 und 1945 (Göttingen 2008), 5-32, here at 26-28. 
97 Renate Bethge, Christiaan Gremmels, Holger Sweers (eds), Dietrich Bonhoeffer: Zijn leven in beeld 
(Kampen 2005), 142.  
98 Koht, ‘Dawn of Nationalism’, 265-266, 268. 
99 Idem, 270-271. 
100 Idem, 279. 
101 Huizinga, ‘Patriotisme en nationalisme’, 497-554. 
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nationalism of most other parts of Europe’, 102  despite the fact that England was a multilingual 

society which had been conquered by a foreign elite at the end of the eleventh century.  

This use of the word nationalism partly seems to be based on the broader definition as a ‘patriotic 

feeling’, i.e. an emotional sentiment of attachment. However, in the past efforts to search for 

examples of pre-modern ‘nationalism’ also attempted to demonstrate the continuance or 

discontinuance of notions of the nation in earlier times. This teleological approach is often 

ensconced in the term ‘proto’: proto-nations, proto-nationalism and so forth. Especially in the 

nineteenth- and twentieth-century discourse of ‘self-historicizitation’ efforts were made to locate 

early examples of ‘proto-nationalism’ in the Middle Ages and even earlier.  However, nationalism is 

usually defined as an ideology of national aspiration or a policy of national independence. It entails a 

doctrine providing a criterion for a population to enjoy an exclusive government, providing 

legitimate state power.103 Any such notion or ‘national thought’, defined by Leerssen as including 

the notion of ‘an obvious right to exist and to command loyalty’, in which nations are set apart 

‘unambiguously by its own separate identity and culture’, did not exist in the later Middle Ages.104 

The exceptional rhetoric of the Declaration or Arbroath (1320), which is evoked as a counter-

argument by for example Susan Reynolds and Rees Davies (‘As long as only one hundred of us 

remain alive, we will never on any condition be brought under English rule (…) And we fight not for 

glory, nor riches, nor honours, but for freedom alone, which no good man gives up except with his 

life’), though powerful, offers insufficient grounds to speak of nationalist ideology.105 Although the 

text speaks of a desire not to fall under foreign rule, it is unclear whether the barons are speaking on 

behalf of broader layers of the Scottish population, or whether they had entertained a clear ideology.  

Most medievalists, although speaking of nations or nationalism, have however been careful to 

emphasize the difference between medieval and modern expressions of ethnic sentiment.106 Jeno 

                                                      
102 Bartlett, ‘Race and Ethnicity’, 53. 
103 Joep Leerssen states that this definition of nationalism as a political ideology is based on a 
combination of the following three assumptions: 1) the nation is a natural collective aggregate of humans, 
the most natural organic subdivision of humanity with the highest overriding claim to loyalty; 2) the state 
derives mandate and sovereignty from its inclusion of a constituent nation, civic loyalty is an extension of 
‘national’ (cultural, linguistic, ethnic) solidarity; 3) the natural and organic division of humanity runs 
along ‘national’ lines territorially and socio-politically, wherefore nations and states seem to overlap 
seamlessly.See Leerssen, National Thought, 14. Smith writes that nationalism is the ‘ideological 
movement for the attainment and maintenance of autonomy, unity, and identity on behalf of a population 
deemed by some of its members to constitute an actual or potential “nation”’.  John Breuilly also state 
that nationalism was a political doctrine based on similar assumptions, including the belief that a nation 
exists ‘with an explicit and peculiar character’. Breuilly, 1993, 2; cf. Leerssen, National Thought, 15.  
104 Leerssen, National Thought, 15. 
105 Idem, 25. Cf. Davies ‘The Peoples of Britain and Ireland 1100-1400 III. Laws and Customs’, 11; 
Reynolds, Kingdoms and Communities, 274-276. Another example given is the Welsh people of 
Snowdon in 1282, who stated that ‘even if their prince should give seisin of them to the king, they 
themselves would refuse to do homage to any foreigner, of whose language, customs and laws they were 
thoroughly ignorant’.  
106 Cf. Karl Ferdinand Werner, ‘Les nations et le sentiment national dans l’Europe médiévale’, in Revue 
historique 244/2 (1970), 285-304 and especially B. Grevin, ‘De la rhétorique des nations à la théorie des 
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Szücs, although stressing the continuity of nations, emphasized that people may have thought in 

terms of social or religious groups and that nationality was irrelevant; he also distinguished between 

political nations and ethnies,107 although Benedykt Zientara argued not to make too sharp a 

distinction between these concepts.108  

Although erroneously attempting to demonstrate the longevity of nationalism, such articles thus 

present extremely valuable collections of relevant sources containing ethnotypes and some 

discussion of ethnic character in the Middle Ages.109 In the later Middle Ages there did exist ideas 

about the specific characteristics and customs of peoples. Although twelfth-century ethnic groups 

might have lacked a politico-ideological concept of sovereignty, or a will or agency to demand self-

governance, and although ethnicity was not synonymous to the boundaries of political rule, this does 

not contradict the existence of an ethnic consciousness, at least among the elite, of sharing a culture, 

customs, and values, fed by descent myths and notions of biological ties, as well as laws and, in 

some cases, language.  

In this study, I will examine how ethnic stereotypes and notions of ethnic character might serve 

as expressions of and catalysers of ethnic identity from a socio-cultural perspective. In the final 

paragraphs of the introduction, it is thus necessary to determine what ethnic stereotypes are, how 

they might function within social contexts, as well as the meaning of the concept of ethnic character.  

  

Factors of ethnic stereotyping  

Franz Stanzel has outlined a number of features of early modern characterizations of peoples: they 

occur in literary discourse based predominantly on fictional conventions; they are ethnocentric 

(markedly in the application of climate theory); and there is a strong tendency to schematization.110 

A stereotype may be defined as ‘a generalization about a group of people in which incidental 

characteristics are assigned to virtually all members of the group, regardless of actual variation 

                                                                                                                                                            
races’, available as pdf on the Internet at gas.ehess.fr/docannexe.php?id=107.See also Joseph Strayer, On 
the Medieval Origins of the Modern State (Princeton 1970), 45-56. 
107 J. Szücs, ‘”Nationalität” und “Nationalbewuβtsein” im Mittelalter: Versuch einer einheitlichen 
Begriffssprache’, in Acta Historica Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae 18 (1972), 1-38, 245-266.   
108 Benedykt Zientara, ‘Nationale Strukturen des Mittelalters. Ein Versuch zur Kritik der Terminologie 
des Nationalbewuβtseins unter besonderer Berücksichtigung osteuropäischer Literatur’, in Saeculum. 
Jahrbuch für Universalgeschichte 32 (1981), 301-316, here at 312. 
109 Especially useful is Bartlett’s article ‘Race and Ethnicity’, and idem, ‘Illustrating Ethnicity in the 
Middle Ages’, in Miriam Eliav-Feldon, Benjamin Isaac, and Joseph Ziegler, The Origins of Racism in the 
West (Cambridge 2009), 132-156, although Bartlett says relatively little about climate theory in his 
contribution; Paul Meyvaert, ‘“Rainaldus est malus sciptor Francigenus” – Voicing National Antipathy in 
the Middle Ages’, in Speculum 66/4 (1991), 743-763; Helmut Beumann, ‘Zur Nationenbildung im 
Mittelalter’, in Dann (ed.), Nationalismus in vorindustrieller Zeit, 21-33; Cerwinka, 
‘Völkercharakteristiken’, 59-79 for an overview of stereotypes  in twelfth-century German 
historiographical sources and Brühl, Die Geburt zweier Völker, esp. chapter 4; for English sources see 
Günther Blaicher, ‘Zur Entstehung und Verbreitung nationaler Stereotypen in und über England’, in 
Deutsch Vierteljahrschrift für Literaturwissenschaft und Geistesgeschichte 51 (1977), 549-574.  
110 Franz Stanzel, Europäer: Ein imagologischer Essay (Heidelberg 1998), 85; Beller, ‘Stereotypes’, 
430-431. 
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among the members. Once formed, stereotypes are resistant to change on the basis of new 

information.’111 The semantic origin of the word stereotype (and cliché) lies in the book printing 

industry, where it referred to a printing plate. From the early parts of the twentieth century, it also 

began to refer to ‘fixed images in our heads’.112 Sets of stereotypes might form a composite image of 

a people.113  

Socio-psychologists have identified various factors leading to stereotyping, and functions of 

stereotypes in social relations.114 Influential is the ‘cognitive approach’, which assumes that 

stereotyping results from a limited capacity for information processing. Stereotypes might thus 

reduce complexities and schematize relations; as Seymour Phillips put it, people classify in order to 

see.115 We must distinguish between prejudice and stereotypes; the former is a moral judgment or 

attitude, whereas the latter is a fixed expression of that attitude.116 Stereotypes are often handed 

down by parents and through education, which causes their longevity (termed the ‘social learning 

theory’). As Manfred Beller notes, although stereotypes stem from mental and cognitive processes, 

yet they might be readily absorbed in literary creation processes.117  

How do stereotypes relate to ethnic consciousness? Images of group behaviour might be viewed 

as expressions of awareness of ethnicity, which at the same sharpen consciousness of ethnicity. 

According to Willem Frijhoff, consciousness of identity is related to three elements: imagining; 

labeling; and recognition.118 Identity is dynamic process which entails the adoption in the 

imagination of – possibly stereotypical – images based on internal perception of one’s own group, 

and external labelling by others. These images are labeled in the mind and appropriated; as such, 

imagination and reality constantly interact and relate to one another, as people – depending on the 

situation – adapt their behaviour to perceptions, which subsequently might reshape such perceptions.  

Stereotypes are often pasted onto others (known as heterostereotypes); fixed images of one’s own 

group are known as autostereotypes. Often, heterostereotypes are negative, whereas autostereotypes 

are positive (ethnocentric), yet this is not always the case. More than simple categories of We-Them, 

                                                      
111 This is the definition given in Elliot Aronson, T.D. Wilson and R.M. Akert, Social Psychology 
(Upper Saddle River, New York 2005), 434, quoted by Beller, ‘Stereotypes’, 429.  
112 Manfred Beller, ‘Stereotypes’, in Beller and Leerssen (eds), Imagology, 429-434, here at 429. 
113 Beller, ‘Stereotypes’, 431. 
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See also Marco Cinnirella, ‘Ethnic and National Stereotypes: A Social Identity Perspective’, in Cedric C. 
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negative stereotypes used by outsiders might serve as positively evaluated tokens of identity by the 

‘in-group’. Stereotyping applied by the other can thus strengthen inner group coherence.119 Given 

that stereotyping often occurs within a social context – performed intergroup behaviour – stereotypes 

might strengthen a person’s perception of its own ethnic identity. Indeed, as Joep Leerssen 

remarked, ‘a collective sense of identity derives not from a group’s pre-existing cohesion, but from 

the perception and articulation of external differences.’120  

Frijhoff’s approach is thus related to what is known as the ‘boundary maintenance theory’. In 

Ethnicity and Nationalism: Anthropological Perspectives, anthropologist Thomas Hylland Eriksen 

has firmly stressed that ethnic identity – the notion of having a shared culture, common descent, a 

past history, and a link with a homeland, of a group’s self-perceived boundaries – is often developed 

by contrasting the ethnic other to one’s own group. According to Eriksen, ethnic groups or 

categories ‘are in a sense created through that very contact. Group identities must always be defined 

in relation to that which they are not – in other words, in relation to non-members of the group.’121 

Furthermore, this definition of ethnicity is marked by the application of ‘systematic distinctions 

between insiders and outsiders; between Us and Them’. This application of distinctions often results 

in ethnic stereotyping, which, again in Eriksen’s words, can be defined as ‘the creation and 

consistent application of standardised notions of the cultural distinctiveness of a group’. By extolling 

the virtues of one’s own group, and denouncing the vices of others, members of an ethnic group 

subsequently justify their belief in belonging to group X instead of Y, and thus develop standard 

ways of behaviour towards one another.122 This might lead to ‘othering’, or marginalization of 

external groups, which is an active process but one that is related problematically to historical 

circumstances and the different images of minorities or despised communities.123  

From the above, it is clear that ethnic images can play an active role in the process of developing 

ethnic consciousness. As images in the mind, they might create awareness of the existence of 

boundaries. The relational aspect of stereotyping invited Ludwig Schmugge to assert that in the 

twelfth century stereotyping increased through heightened contacts during the Crusades, at the 

universities, and on pilgrimages.124 In a situational context, stereotypical perceptions of for example 

                                                      
119 For example stated by Ehlers, ‘Elemente mittelalterlicher Nationsbildung’, 568-570. 
120 Leerssen, National Thought, 17. 
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123 Freedman, ‘The Medieval Other’, 8. 
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physical characteristics might be definitive for a person’s well-being. Ethnic images might also, 

under certain circumstances, directly influence people’s behaviour, with dire consequences. In an 

article about the destruction of ethnic communities in the Late Middle Ages, Len Scales describes 

how during the London uprising of 1381, those who could not say bread and cheese, saying ‘case’ 

and ‘brode’ – Flemmings – were murdered.125 Stereotypes might thus influence social relations, 

creating new realities – for example, a person may decide not to enter into a financial relationship 

with an ‘other’ based on an evaluation informed by stereotypes. In this sense, stereotypes and 

prejudice easily interflow; fixed expressions are often followed by a value judgment, possibly within 

a split second. In addition, through what is known as ‘auto-exoticism’, people might behave in 

accordance to the expectancies of outsiders, something which is often capitalized on in the tourism 

industry.126  

People do not necessarily deliberately, or consciously, use stereotypes. Of course, they might be 

employed expressly in war propaganda – but often people are unaware that they are stereotyping, 

and unaware of their motives or reasons to do so. Especially relevant here is the ‘social identity 

theory’ developed by Henri Tajfel, which focuses on elevating group status by enjoying a positive 

social image.127 Positive stereotypes might enhance the attractiveness of a group, strengthening its 

members’ self-confidence and drawing outsiders in. From this viewpoint, stereotypes might be seen 

as ‘bargaining chips’. However, this is not necessarily a deliberate process. In White Nation, a study 

on nationalism in present-day Australia, Ghassan Hage has taken this approach and developed it 

using, among others, the work of Pierre Bourdieu.128 His starting point is that people feel a desire to 

be a member of, and to be embraced by the dominant culture group. Denigrating stereotypes 

rejecting foreigners and acclaiming one’s own superiority are based upon the notion of a privileged 

relationship between ethnicity and the territorial space the group inhabits – a sense of having a patria 

– which the group has the right to manage, and which can come under threat.129 As such, a national 

space is a prerequisite for nationalists to classify others as undesirable.130 Discussing multicultural 
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society in Australia, Hage argues that people strive to accumulate whiteness (and its accompanying 

presumed psychological traits and moral positions), as nationality might be considered a form of 

‘cultural capital’ – ‘the sum of valued knowledge, styles, social and physical (bodily) characteristics 

and practical behavioural dispositions within a given field’.131 Whiteness and its presupposed traits 

are a form of naturalized capital – something which powerful groups such as an elite possess 

naturally (through birth, for example), and others can only strive to achieve through their 

behaviour.132 Within society, besides physical attributes, ethnic characteristics reflecting social 

values might be valuable ‘assets’ (cultural capital), which can be employed in order to gain a higher 

social standing or amass power (symbolic capital). This is related to what Bourdieu termed the 

habitus – the cultural dispositions of the elite. These dispositions are naturalized by the aristocracy 

as innate, giving access to symbolic capital of power, and imposing order (in which it holds a 

dominant position).133 Stereotypes can thus be an asset or be detrimental in attempts to gain access 

to the upper ranks, to gain influence, or attain a meaningful role in life. Stereotypes can, in other 

words, empower. Use of racist remarks can, from this viewpoint, also serve ‘practical’ goals (for 

example when competing for jobs) besides asserting the ‘superiority of a race’. Hage’s approach to 

use of stereotypes is useful as, in the twelfth century, it might be applied to the elites competing 

under the umbrella of Christendom (as a ‘field’) in a bid to appropriate Christian values, which could 

in turn offer members of ethnic groups the sense of having a meaningful life, or access to symbolic 

power. This might result in completion between various twelfth-century ethnic groups, striving to 

claim prevailing socio-cultural values – which, as will be discussed throughout this study – were 

also ‘embodied’ as a result of the reintroduction of climate theory.134 Relevant, in this regard, is the 

increasing emphasis on a fixed or fluent ethnic character, which arose from the early stages of the 

twelfth century. Ethnic stereotypes overlap with notions of ethnic character where mental images 

carry seeds of physiological types, such as the angry German or cunning Saracen. Ethnic character is 

generally stereotypical as it is seen to pertain to all or most members of an ethnic group. Although 

some socio-psychologists state that stereotypes are overgeneralizations of the imagination based 

upon facts, my point of departure is that stereotypes concerning ethnic character are in reality 

figments of the imagination, although contemporaries might readily consider them to be based upon 

real-life experiences.135  
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Ethnic character takes in a prominent place within ethnic stereotyping.136 Throughout this study, I 

will argue that ethnic character was a relevant concept in Western Europe from the twelfth century 

onwards which, as a constituent of ethnic stereotypes, might express notions of shared characteristics 

of an ethnic group, which in turn might, set off against socio-cultural values, create access to 

meaningful social reputations within in an international context, but also be the subject of internal 

ethical rumination. According to Joep Leerssen, from the seventeenth century onwards, cultural 

differences were classified by Linnaeus and Buffon following the criterion of character ‘as the 

organic whole of defining propria’.137 This period was dominated by method, taxonomy and 

systematic comparison. Conversely, in late medieval times moral character referred to a person’s 

reputation in society rather than to part of somebody’s personality which motivates behaviour. As 

late as the eighteenth century the notion of character was ‘behavioural, social, referring to the 

various manners of our times; not a mode of being, but a mode of speaking, dressing, posturing’.138 

Prior to the increased interest in psychology in the seventeenth century under the influence of neo-

Aristotelian poetics, character referred mainly to outward images, poses, and social impressions. 

Leerssen also argues that terms such as ethics and morals derive from ‘neutrally-descriptive, non-

valorising Greek and Latin words for behaviour and manners, social conventions: mores, ethos’.139  

Indeed, as Robert Bartlett and Rees Davies have stated, manners (mores) and customs 

(consuetudines) might refer to exterior badges of identity such as clothing, hair style, modes of 

warfare and use of weaponry, which were interrelated with notions of a (lack of) culture and 

civilization, external appearances, language, manners, economic organization (agriculturalists versus 

pastoralists or worse still, hunters, pirates, plunderers), and law.140 Thus Robert Bartlett analysed the 

word mos as predominantly – although certainly not exclusively – meaning ‘manner’ or ‘way of 

life’. However, it is not always possible to draw a sharp line between mores as external behaviour 

and mores as a disposition, in the sense of morals, character, nature (nor was it regarding the 

classical meaning of the word). Behaviour and morals could be determined both by social and 

physical environment (more or less corresponding to nurture-nature); customs might evolve into 

nature, and natural dispositions could be modified by external climatological circumstances. These 

notions are hugely influenced by climate and humoural theory. In an important recent contribution, 

The Origins of Racism in the West, scholars have thus brought to our attention how classical climate 

                                                      
136 See Günther Blaicher (ed.), Erstarttes Denken: Studien zu Klischee, Stereotyp und Vorurteil 
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theory entered into the writings of learned men in the twelfth century, both in historiography, 

encyclopaedic and other learned texts.141 In the twelfth century, medical humoural and climatic 

theories acknowledged a psychosomatic relationship between inner and outer self. As Robert Bartlett 

wrote, in the Middle Ages the view was held that ‘moral dispositions were shaped by non-moral 

conditions’ such as environment.142 Although an expansive discourse was absent that character was 

part of one’s personality, in humoural theory the theory thus certainly existed that a person’s mental 

characteristics were the result of a complex interplay of external and internal processes. Ethnic 

groups were attributed shared characteristics as a result of ‘innate’ mental dispositions (for instance 

cowardice), physical qualities (such as weak bodies) and appearance (short lean bodied, dark-

skinned). As will be discussed in chapters 2 and 3, these internal and external qualities were 

considered as intrinsically related. A group might thus be viewed to share a moral disposition, such 

as the tendency to deceive; or might be dominated by a tendency towards certain emotions (such as 

rage). The question thus might be posed to which extent emotions were associated with any 

knowledge of humoural theory in this period, beyond primal emotions of attachment to a patria. 

In addition, although a discourse of the presence of a personality as motivating behaviour was 

lacking, this does not mean that people were empty shells. Moreover, as I argue throughout this 

study, ethnic character as a vitium – a vice inherited from the Fall or as result of humoural 

complexion – was not so much a ‘manner of life’ but could be the subject of moral introspection. As 

Rudi Künzel has argued, the absence of a guilt culture in the early Middle Ages (rather than an 

external shame culture) is contestable; rather, guilt was viewed to invoke God’s wrath, whereas 

shame was a worldly matter.143 Vitia, vices caused by emotions such as anger, lust, or greed – which 

were related to ethnic groups –, arranged in a moral system, most certainly reflected standards of 

right or wrong behaviour, even if inspired by the devil, which were to be dealt with introspectively. 

Especially in a religious sphere, people were incited to recall their sins, to repent, invoking feelings 

of inner guilt. Throughout this study I will argue that the ethnic proclivity to succumb to certain 

vices – as an ‘ethnic character trait’ – was thus viewed as a hereditary stain which man was urged to 

overcome, as it was, according to some scholars, a factor determining the outcome of ethnic groups’ 

capacity to embrace Christendom, their fate in history, and the history of mankind itself. 

 

Scope of research 

This study is subdivided in three sections. The first part examines how scientific theory (climate-

humoural) contributed to ideas about ethnic character in North-West Europe. The second section 

discusses the development of lists with ethnic characteristics reflecting diversity, and their ethical, 

literary and social application. The third part discusses the employment of ethnic stereotypes from a 
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socio-cultural perspective in the French, German and English territories. In the first section, 

Bartholomaeus’ On the Properties of Things serves as a guide; this encyclopaedic text was 

composed at the end of the period under scrutiny when, according to influential scholars such as 

Friedrich Heer, Richard Southern and R.I. Moore, the creative, more ‘open’ twelfth century was 

transforming into a closed, intolerant society as a result of the Crusades and the rise of the papal 

monarchy.144 Bartholomaeus’ geography presents a patchwork quilt of territories, describing their 

topography, economic commodities, and their inhabitants’ characteristics and mythological 

founders. The second section focuses on lists of ethnic virtues and vices in computistic manuscripts; 

lists in manuals of rhetoric and poetry; and in sources offering evidence of the actual employment of 

stereotypes by clerics at the schools, using sayings and proverbial images. The third section focuses 

on the use of stereotypes (recorded in poetry, historical works, letters, vernacular texts) by men in 

the French, German and English territories from a socio-cultural perspective.  

 Although the nexus of this study concentrates on the ‘long twelfth century’ (usually dated circa 

1050-1225) in North-West Europe, I make occasional excursions to earlier and later medieval 

sources such as the late ninth-century lists of ethnic vices and virtues compiled in the mountainous 

monasteries of Asturias in northern Spain. Peregrinating to the period leading up to the long twelfth 

century reveals more starkly the gush of sources bespeaking awareness of ethnicity from the twelfth 

century. However, in this study the focus generally lays on sources drawn from between, on the one 

hand, the call for the First Crusade in 1095, preached by Pope Urban II before a conglomeration of 

higher ecclesiastics in Clermont, France; and on the other hand the first half of the thirteenth century, 

terminating with the appearance of the vast encyclopaedic work by Bartholomew the Englishman, 

On the Properties of Things, whose composition is dated between the 1220s and 1240s. I have thus 

pushed the confines of the term ‘long twelfth century’ – which usually terminates in 1215, the year 

of the Fourth Lateran Council – to circa 1250. Inclusion of these later sources is warranted, in my 

opinion, for two reasons. First, the knowledge reflected in such encyclopaedic works was by nature 

conservative, retrospectively amassing the learning and perspectives of intellectuals. And, secondly, 

Bartholomaeus’ encyclopaedia should be seen as an outcome of the call for instruction of the laity in 

at the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215, in which both the Dominican and Franciscan orders were 

involved.145 Moreover, such learned compendiums enjoyed large audiences. At the end of this 

period, after an era in which the boundaries were pushed to the Levant, Baltic region and south, the 

conquered territories in the East were, for the most part, lost, and the politics of expansionism more 

                                                      
144 Discussed by Paul Freedman, ‘The Medieval Other: the Middle Ages as Other’, in Timothy S. Jones 
and David A. Sprunger (eds), Marvels, Monsters and Miracles. Studies in the Medieval and Early 
Modern Imaginations (Kalamazoo 2002) 1-26, here at 18-19; Friedrich Heer, The Medieval World: 
Europe 1100-1350 (London 1962); Southern, Making of the Middle Ages; Moore, Persecuting Society. 
145 See Johannes B. Voorbij, ‘Purpose and Audience. Perspectives on the Thirtheenth-Century 
Encyclopedias of Alexander Neckam, Bartholomaeus Anglicus, Thomas of Cantimpré and Vincent of 
Beavais’, in Steven Harvey (ed.), The Medieval Hebrew Encyclopedias of Science and Philosophy: 
Proceedings of the Bar-Ilan University Conference (Dordrecht, Boston, London 2000), 31-45, here at 32-
33. 
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or less abandoned.146 However – beyond the scope of this study – from the second half of the 

thirteenth century learned discourse on the climate-humoural basis of ethnic character, in relation to 

political organization, becomes more pronounced. 

I have endeavoured to cast out a large net in order to catch a wide range of written sources, both 

in Latin and the vernacular, covering many genres, written for as many different audiences as 

possible.147  Indeed, remarks that the ‘Teutons are stupid’, the Normans ‘cruel’ or ‘well-mannered’, 

the French chivalrous or ‘arrogant’, and the English ‘drunken and perfidious’, to mention just a few, 

abound in a vast range of sources, both in Latin and the vernacular, produced in this period. These, 

often highly moral, characterizations usually do not stand by themselves, but instead are recounted in 

lists or catalogues of ethnic denunciations reflecting the diversity of peoples, whether in 

encyclopaedic texts, poetry, letters or sermons. From the twelfth century onwards, these lists and 

other recordings of ethnic characterizations are ubiquitous. As such I primarily aim to map out the 

extent to which ethnic stereotypes might have circulated among broader layers of society in North-

West Europe, beyond the discourse of the learned elite, and the degree in which the content of 

stereotypes, employed by various layers of society, concurs or differs. The focus lies predominantly 

on sources produced by the Western European centres of learning, schools, but also courts and 

monasteries, containing references to stereotypes about North-Western European peoples.  

 

Summary  

German rage, English drunkenness, French arrogance – such popular clichés today can be traced 

back to medieval times. In the ‘long’ twelfth century, there developed, at least among intellectuals, a 

firm notion that people shared such ethnic characteristics, including an ethnic character, based upon 

common descent. Beliefs about foreign peoples and one’s own group were encapsulated in a 

previously unrecorded outburst of ethnic stereotyping, in which human diversity was represented in 

mostly, though certainly not exclusively, negative images of the other. The twelfth-century outburst 

of ethnic stereotyping, of expressions of prejudice, pride, and moral excoriation, are both testimony 

to and catalyst of an increase in ethnic consciousness among intellectuals in North-Western Europe, 

a core region bursting with new found confidence and ambition. It is against the background of a 

heightened mobility, the ‘twelfth-century renaissance’, and increasing efforts to firmly ingrain 

Christian beliefs and values in the minds of Europe’s populations by an institutionalized Church that 

this study examines the employment of ethnic images in North-West Europe in the later Middle 

                                                      
146 For this period as a period of expansion, creating new frontiers, colonizing the ‘fringes’ of Europe, I 
refer first and foremost to Robert Bartlett’s The Making of Europe. For frontier societies, further Robert 
Bartlett and Angus MacKay (eds), Medieval Frontiers Societies (Oxford 1989); Muldoon and Fernández-
Armesto (eds), The Medieval Frontiers in Latin Christendom. 
147 Starting point for ethnic stereotypes is Hans Walther, ‘Scherz und Ernst in der Völker- und Stämme- 
Charakteristik mittellateinischer Verse’, in Archiv fúr Kulturgeschichte 41 (1959A), 163-301; W. 
Wackernagel, ‘Die Spottnamen der Völker’, in Zeitschrift für deutsches Altertum und deutsche Literatur 
6 (1848), 254-261; and the many references throughout this study. 
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Ages.148 Based on which assumptions of ethnicity did clerics and monks ascribe mental and physical 

characteristics to peoples? Did they believe that their character was innate, passed down from 

generation to generation? Was this assumption based on any ‘scientific’ theory or structured 

knowledge that peoples shared an ethnic character? How relevant was this notion of an ethnic 

character to ideas about ethnicity? Or were their remarks no more than primitive, emotional 

expressions of hatred and xenophobia, as some medievalists such as Carlrichard Brühl have 

asserted?149 

This study argues that from the twelfth century, images of ethnicity became ‘embodied’, as 

medical humoural and climate theory re-entered the West via translations of Arabic texts. In North-

Western Europe – a new heartland of power and learning – clerics and monks incorporated and 

adapted these theories in order to reposition the North as a region producing the measure of 

mankind: intelligent, brave, light-skinned Christians who could control their emotions. However, 

contrary to the work of some scholars in the past, this study emphasizes that within Christendom the 

elite, instead of displaying unity, might compete amongst themselves to be the ideal defenders of 

Christendom. Equally, in medical theory, ethnic differences were accounted by some to sinful 

dispositions related to the Fall, after which certain ethnic characteristics became ‘hereditary’. Thus, 

instead of viewing ethnic stereotypes as mere utterances of primitive hatred, or as the direct product 

of state-building processes, this study endeavours to research the relevance of ethnic stereotypes in 

Western European communities from a socio-cultural aspect, examining their value as relevant 

images which might validate claims to social power within Christendom.  

Throughout this study, I will argue that ethnic character was a relevant concept in Western 

Europe from the twelfth century onwards which, as a constituent of ethnic stereotypes, might express 

notions of shared characteristics of an ethnic group, which in turn might, set off against socio-

cultural values, create access to meaningful social reputations within in an international context, but 

also be the subject of internal ethical rumination. Throughout this study I will argue that the ethnic 

proclivity to succumb to certain vices – as an ‘ethnic character trait’ – was thus viewed as a 

hereditary stain which man was urged to overcome, as it was, according to some scholars, a factor 

determining the outcome of ethnic groups’ capacity to embrace Christendom, their fate in history, 

and the history of mankind itself. 

This study is subdivided in three sections. The first part examines how scientific theory (climate-

humoural) contributed to ideas about ethnic character in North-West Europe. The second section 

discusses the development of lists with ethnic characteristics reflecting diversity, and their ethical, 

literary and social application. The third part discusses the employment of ethnic stereotypes from a 

socio-cultural perspective in the French, German and English territories.  

                                                      
148 See for the sharpening of boundaries resulting from the institutionalization of the Church Moore, The 
Formation of a Persecuting Society. 
149 Brühl, Die Geburt zweier Völker, 275. 

http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=1/TTL=1/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=Geburt
http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=1/TTL=1/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=zweier
http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=1/TTL=1/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=Vo%CC%88lker
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In chapter 1 Franciscan friar Bartholomaeus Anglicus’ representation of ethnic characters in his 

‘bestseller’ On the Properties of Things serves as a starting point for the examination of the 

transmission of ‘scientific’ and religious intellectual thought explaining ethnic character. Mapping 

the degrees of Christianization, his textbook offers Franciscan friars a comprehensive reference tool 

in their preaching missions, describing the characteristics of the peoples they might encounter. In 

this chapter I have placed Bartholomaeus ethnic-religious imagery on an east-west axis, as this bore 

recognized meaning for intellectuals. The East, the cradle of humanity, and location of Paradise, 

represented the past and future – within the apocalyptic belief that a heavenly Jerusalem would be 

established at the end of time. Two other concepts also placed ethnic groups on the east-west axis: 

some intellectuals’ belief that the end of time would dawn when Christendom had reached the 

farthest West; and the translation-concept, first articulated at Charlemagne’s court but expanded in 

the twelfth century, that knowledge, power, and chivalry had translated from the East to West, from 

Athens to Rome to Paris, both in time and space. I argue that in this period Western Europe, in 

particular northern France, is presented as the new heartland of Christian civilization. Within the 

biblical tradition, the northern fringes are presented as promised lands of milk and honey, regions 

where proselytization is still underway, whose inhabitants are however semi-pagan barbarians who 

are squandering the benefits of their land. Adhering to tradition, Bartholomaeus often copies the 

ethnic images derived from early medieval sources such as Orosius and Isidore, acting as an 

influential conduit of classical stereotypes. In this tradition, ethnic names are explained 

etymologically, either from the group’s mythological founder, geographical features or, often, the 

ethnic character (for example Thuringians from durus, hardness), in accordance with the belief that 

words reflected the ‘essence’ of things.  

In chapter 2 North-West Europe, the new self-perceived heartland of power and knowledge, is 

placed on a north-south axis. From the end of the eleventh century the ancient Greek climate theory 

was reintroduced through translations of Arabic medical texts into Latin. According to traditional 

climate theory – which explains physical and mental characteristics as subject to environmental 

influences such as climate – the inhabitants of Northern Europe – a cold climate – were harsh and 

barbaric. Following the cultural and economic shift from the Mediterranean region to northern 

Europe, intellectuals, first clerics in twelfth-century Anglo-Norman England, and from the early 

thirteenth century mendicants on the Continent were anxious to present the North as a more 

temperate region, as a salubrious environment was believed to effect intelligence, and generally was 

a prerequisite for a civilized culture. In order to achieve milder temperatures, some intellectuals such 

as Bartholomaeus Anglicus dabbled in a little climatic engineering, effecting theoretical global 

warming. Paris, as a centre of learning, was specifically represented as environmentally beneficial, 

in accordance with the concept of the translation of learning from east to west. The extreme northern 

fringes were nonetheless termed extremely cold, and its inhabitants classified by Bartholomaeus 

Anglicus and Albertus Magnus as phlegmatic. 
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With the reintroduction of climate theory and ubiquity of treatises about the humours – which 

were viewed to determine a person’s temperament and some physical aspects – ethnic differences 

were increasingly viewed as ‘embodied’, besides referring to cultural, linguistic or genealogical 

factors. In chapter 3, the final chapter of the first part, I address the ramifications of the 

reintroduction of climate theory in relation to the question whether ethnic character was viewed as 

fixed or fluent, innate or subject to change under the influence of environment. Although a humoural 

complexion potentially underwent changes if a person moved to a different climate, this was a 

protracted process, its interpretation subject to ethnocentric perspectives. At the end of the period 

studied here the notion appears that ethnic groups have a distinct humoural complexion. In addition, 

an individual’s capacity to overcome his ‘innate’ ethnic character was infused with religious ideas. 

In the twelfth century, there was some discussion whether the original sin caused disease and a 

melancholy complexion, and Guibert of Nogent and Gerald of Wales believed that heresies arose as 

the devil cunningly abused groups’ dispositions caused by climate. Ultimately, however, in medieval 

religious thinking ethnic groups were spurred to overcome their innate vices, and to embrace 

Christianity. In fact, Christianity prescribed compulsory mutability, and was steeped in embodied 

language of rebirth in Christ, obtaining a Christian ‘essence’. However, at the same time the 

potentiality to change seems to be denied some groups (such as Jews).  

The second part examines the purpose and production of lists cataloguing ethnic characteristics 

and human diversity, from a religious, literary and socio-cultural perspective. Chapter 4 discusses 

the earliest ethnic lists, first appearing in a ninth-century monastic milieu in northern Spain. These 

lists enumerating ethnic vices and in some cases virtues, served as ethical, contemplative tools in an 

eschatological context, inviting the monks to ruminate the sins and virtues of peoples in light of the 

fleeting nature of humanity. Instead of pointing the finger at others, these lists were meant for 

introspection. Progressing from East to West, the lists summing up stereotypical virtues and vices 

reflected the role of ethnic groups in the history of the humanity, as they might embrace or reject 

virtuous behaviour and ultimately Christianity.  

From the twelfth century, with the growing bureaucracies in the West, the rise of the schools, and 

study of classical literature, lists with ethnic characteristics were incorporated in poetry. These lists 

began to include perceived cultural traits more attune to the contemporary world, such as eating and 

drinking habits. More references are made to contemporary territorial units and ethnic groups, such 

as Flanders. Chapter 5 discusses ethnic stereotypes and the rise of literary production from the early 

twelfth century. In the thriving educational centres, clerics dabbled in verse composition influenced 

by fresh manuals of rhetoric which expressly prescribed the use of stereotypes, employing common 

proverbs. Using commonplace images was a means to successfully describe and invent, as they 

might strike a chord in the audience’s mind. These educational manuals were in themselves 

repositories of stereotypes, teaching the students to use commonplaces – testimony to the strong 

influence that education has on the longevity of topoi, which might, through educational texts, 

become ‘official’ knowledge. As such, the concept of ethnic character – which itself disregards the 
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complexities of individual behavioural and mental traits – served a practical function in literary 

composition. These stereotypes in literary production were more detached from monastic ethics, 

although they still loosely retained the east-west movement, and ultimately served a moral purpose.  

Clerics following the artes-program in the international communities in Bologna, Paris and 

elsewhere, were exposed to ethnic stereotypes in lectures, in the manuals of rhetoric, and in 

literature. In the eleventh century, the genre of satire became popular among clerics influenced by 

study of classical satire; the clerics now targeted the avarice of Rome and the corruption of the 

Church. These students were also exposed to one another – as clerics flocked together from all over 

Europe, with different ethnic backgrounds. In a still predominantly oral society, in which verbal 

battles blaming and shaming the other publicly was more typical, students might engage in flytings 

ridiculing the ethnic vices of the other. Chapter 6 discusses the use of stereotypes in invective from a 

socio-cultural perspective. Attacks were made on the ‘essence’ of peoples, ridiculing ethnic names 

explained etymologically. Aggressive forms of humour – morally denigrating the other – were 

employed, jeering and pointing fingers. However, although these ethnic jokes might be viewed as 

aggressive verbal attacks, expressing and strengthening ethnic consciousness among community 

group members, the inclusivity of the stereotypes might also alleviate tensions in an international 

community, creating bonds of intimacy, as a form of disciplined aggression. 

The final section of this study addresses the relevance that ethnic stereotypes might have as a 

means to appropriate desirable social values, as a form of cultural capital. Chapter 7 examines how 

the classical stereotypical image of the raging German was mirrored by the French appropriation of 

the image of the chivalrous knight, an ideal member of the militia Dei – defenders of the Church.  

Instead of presupposing that the ideals of a universalist Christendom led to unity among the Western 

nobility, within the crusader movement competition might arise between men of various ethnic 

backgrounds in a bid to appropriate the idealized characteristics of the nobility within Christendom. 

This appropriation is discussed against the backdrop of the rise of the preudomme, the noble man 

who is brave yet controls his emotions, using reason. Arguing that stereotypes might be viewed as a 

form of capital, the characteristics of the French preudomme might be juxtaposed to the classic 

stereotype of the furor Teutonicus, stripping the Germans of validated claims of protecting Christian 

community. Monks William of Malmesbury and Guibert of Nogent even explained these differences 

in characteristics using climate theory, stating that the French territory was equipped to produce the 

best crusading knights.  

Likewise, chapter 8 discusses how Anglo-Norman clerics appropriated images of courtliness 

such as generosity and merriment, which were highly similar to the characteristics of the idealized 

sanguine type. This might be viewed as a reaction to the shame of the Norman Conquest and the 

subsequent intermingling of men of Anglo-Saxon and Norman backgrounds, who were redefining 

their reputation in the twelfth century – distinguishing themselves from their ‘backward’ Keltish 

neighbours – whose territory they were in the process of colonizing. Anglo-Norman clerics and 

monks represented themselves as appropriators of urbane characteristics, as part of a civilizing 
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process – rather than as ideal knights, which was harder to put forward in view of the recent 

conquest of the Anglo-Saxons and their reputation, in the eyes of the Normans, for being drunken, 

weak fighters. This new reputation was especially presented by Anglo-Normans of mixed social 

standing, as, after the Norman Conquest, the growth of royal bureaucracy opened the doors to clerics 

of modest background who could climb the social ladder. At the same time they distanced 

themselves from German stupidity. Again, the imagery of civilized courtliness was clothed in an 

environmental discourse. 

Finally, chapter 9 addresses the relevance of the specific ethnic stereotype of English drinking in 

light of their notion of chosenness. This widespread cultural custom was adopted by successive 

ethnic groups settling on the island and incorporated in the myth of serving as God’s elect. English 

drunkenness thus valorised the wave of conquests of the island as a catalyser of God’s wrath 

incurred from sinful behaviour. The image of beer drinking, practiced in elaborate toasting rituals, 

labelled by some clerics as a vice inherited as a result of the original sin, could thus lay 

responsibility for the vicissitudes of the people on the shoulders of the English population. Although 

there was no ideology of inclusive power emanating from the inhabitants of England, the concept 

that the sins of a chosen people determined its historical destiny, thus meant that ethnic character 

was viewed as a constituent factor in the fate of chosen peoples. 

A nationalist ideology – demanding loyalty first and foremost to the nation – did not exist in the 

twelfth century. In this period power was viewed to derive from above, with the king divinely 

appointed to rule over territories. Power did not flow from ‘the people’, in accordance with their 

ethnic character. Yet the concept of ethnic character was relevant. Ideas about character shaped 

encounters between people. It could strengthen ethnic consciousness and feelings of belonging. In 

the course of the thirteenth century it was also adopted by rulers in a discourse concerning the 

expansion of power. Most importantly was its religious meaning, as ethnic character was viewed to 

play a role in the destiny of humanity. As such, ethnic stereotypes were much more than ‘primitive 

expressions of hatred’.  
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1 

New Horizons 
 

Ask a man of letters in thirteenth-century Paris to describe the population of Western Europe, and 

this may well have been his view: the ports of Flanders are busy with handsome men engaged in the 

wool trade. The Scots are barbarous warmongers, although their manners have improved since their 

dealings with the Anglo-Normans. The Irish remain fickle, uncivilized pastoralists, too lazy to reap 

the benefits of their land, living in a lawless society. The indurate, strong-bodied Thuringians are 

cruel towards their enemies, whereas the men in Holland can be rated among the more peaceable and 

devout Germanic peoples. Above all Paris, the new centre of learning, delights in riches, healthy air 

and refreshing meadows for those weary of study, and the inhabitants of northern France are 

civilized, courteous men, devout defenders of Christendom.1  

He might have drawn his information from Bartholomaeus Anglicus’ encyclopaedic On the 

Properties of Things, compiled in the 1240s, which includes a geographic gazetteer.2 We know that 

between 1284 and 1304, stationers in Paris were supplying it as a textbook to students, and as such it 

was influential in shaping their perceptions.3 All in all, his encyclopaedia is one of the most 

                                                      
1 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 58, 57, 151 and 165 respectively. Although 
preparation is underway, a modern edition of book XV of Bartholomaeus Anglicus’ encyclopaedia has not 
been published to date; separate editions of books I-IV, VI and XVII were published in the series ‘De 
diversis artibus’, edited by Christel Meier (Turnhout 2007-). See for the new edition Baudouin Van den 
Abeele and Heinz Meyer, ‘Etat de l’edition du De proprietatibus rerum’, in Baudouin Van den Abeele 
and Heinz Meyer (eds), Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum: Texte latin et réception 
vernaculaire / Lateinischer Text und volkssprachliche Rezeption: actes du colloque international / Akten 
des Internationalen Kolloquiums - Münster, 9.-11.10.2003 (Turnhout 2005), 1-25. I have used by 
Heinrich Knochlobtzer’s print edition published in Heidelberg in 1488. For its reception, see Heinz 
Meyer, Die Enzyklopädie des Bartholomaeus  Anglicus: Untersuchungen zur Überlieferungs- und 
Rezeptionsgeschichte von ‘De Proprietatibus Rerum’ (Munich 2000). A French translation was published 
by Brent A. Pitts (ed.), Le livre des regions (London 2006). A modern edition of Trevisa’s Middle 
English translation appeared as On the Properties of Things: John Trevisa’s Translation [from the Latin] 
of Bartholomaeus Anglicus De proprietatibus rerum. A critical text (Oxford 1975-1988). Excerpts were 
also printed by Anton E. Schönbach, ‘Des Bartholomaeus Anglicus Beschreibung Deutschlands gegen 
1240’, in Mitteilungen des Instituts für Österreichische Geschichtsforschung 27 (1906), 54-90. See also 
H.C. Darby, ‘Geography in a Medieval Text-Book’, in The Scottish Geographical Magazine 49 (1933), 
323-331; G.E. Se Boyar, ‘Bartholomaeus Anglicus and his Encyclopaedia’, in The Journal of English and 
Germanic Philology 19 (1920), 168-189. 
2 In Michael C. Seymour e.a., Bartholomaeus Anglicus and his Encyclopedia (Aldershot 1992) 29-31, 34, 
the encyclopaedia is dated between 1220 and 1250, probably between 1242-1247, while Bartholomaeus 
was at Magdeburg. 
3 Seymour, Bartholomaeus Anglicus, 12. 
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influential and extensive repositories of later medieval images of ethnicity. It was indeed a ‘medieval 

bestseller’, with more than 180 manuscript copies extant.4  

As a typical example of geographic knowledge, Bartholomaeus’ compendium On the Properties 

of Things will serve as a starting point to examine the employment, relevance and intellectual 

framework of ethnic stereotypes circulating among educated, religious men in the later Middle Ages. 

There are three reasons for choosing Bartholomaeus, early thirteenth-century tutor in theology and 

minister provincial of the Franciscans in Saxony, as our guide in this first section. First, his audience 

was huge. This is reflected in the vast number of manuscripts, but it might also be inferred from the 

fact that Bartholomaeus’ encyclopaedia, serving as reference book for mendicant friars, informed 

generations of preachers addressing laymen in West European towns and villages. On a more 

general level, geographical representations, in encyclopaedic texts and mappae mundi, were 

influential in expressing and shaping mental images of regions and peoples, and certainly in the later 

Middle Ages knew a wide audience.5 In the twelfth century, geographical descriptions were already 

                                                      
4 Lynn Thorndike went so for as to classify the Properties of Things ‘an illustration of the rough general 
knowledge which every person with any pretense to culture was then supposed to possess’. Lynn 
Thorndike, A History of Magic and Experimental Science, 8 volumes (London, New York 1959), vol. 2, 
406. For manuscript copies, see Meyer, Bartholomäus Anglicus, 238. Most manuscripts are held in 
France (especially Paris, nearly forty manuscripts in total), Germany, England, and Italy. This points to its 
key areas of influence; cf. Michael C. Seymour, ‘Some Medieval French Readers of De proprietatibus 
rerum’, in Scriptorium 28 (1974), 100-103. It remained a highly important source of knowledge in the 
late Middle Ages; numerous (more than fourteen) printed editions appeared in the fifteenth century. It 
was translated into French in the fourteenth century under King Charles V, and also into Dutch, English 
and Spanish. Book XV containing the geographical entries also circulated separately, which is a further 
indication of its popularity. See David Greetham, The Fabulous Geography of John Trevisa’s Translation 
of Bartholomaeus Anglicus’ De proprietatibus rerum (unpublished diss. City University New York 
1974), 188-190 for Bartholomaeus’ substantial influence on compilers. For late medieval ethnic 
sentiments in French-English translations of the text, see Michel Salvat, ‘Quelques échos des rivalités 
franco-anglaises dans les traductions du De proprietatibus rerum (XIIIe-XVe siècles)’, in Bien dire et bien 
aprandre 5 (1987), 101-109.  
5 For Bartholomaeus’ geographical writing see Bernard Ribémont, ‘L’inconnu géographique des 
encyclopédies médiévales: fermeture et étrangeté’, in Cahiers de recherches médiévales, XIIIe-XVe siècles 
2 (1997), 101-111. Important studies on mappae mundi are Konrad Miller, Mappae Mundi: Die ältesten 
Weltkarten, 6 volumes (Stuttgart 1895-1898); Evelyn Edson, Mapping Time and Space: How Medieval 
Mapmakers Viewed Their World (London 1997); Margriet Hoogvliet, Pictura et scriptura: Textes, images 
et herméneutique des mappae mundi (XIIIe-XVIe siècle) (Turnhout 2007); Naomi Kline, Maps of 
Medieval Thought: The Hereford Paradigm (Woodbridge 2001); P.D.A. Harvey, The Hereford World 
Map: Medieval World Maps and Their Context (London 2006). Famous twelfth-thirteenth century 
mappae mundi include the Ebstorf map, cf. Hartmut Kugler, Sonja Glauch and Antje Willing (eds), Die 
Ebstorfer Weltkarte (facsimile Berlin 2007); Matthew Paris’ world maps, and the Liber Floridus. See 
(among the many publications of) Albert Derolez, The autograph manuscript of the Liber Floridus: A key 
to the Encyclopedia of Lambert of Saint-Omer (facsimile Turnhout 1988); Danielle Lecoq, ‘La 
Mappemonde du “Liber Floridus” ou La Vision du Monde de Lambert de Saint-Omer’, in Imago Mundi 
39 (1987), 9-49; and J.B. Mitchell, The Matthew Paris Maps, in The Geographical Journal 81/1 (1933), 
27-34. Key publications on geographical thought in the Middle Ages are A.H. Merrills, History and 
Geography in Late Antiquity (Cambridge 2005); Natalia Lozovsky, “The Earth Is Our Book”: 
Geographical Knowledge in the Latin West ca. 400-1000 (Ann Arbor 2000); Sylvia Tomasch, Text and 
Territory: Geographical Imagination in the European Middle Ages (Philadelphia 1998); Mary B. 
Campbell, The Witness and the Other World: Exotic European Travel Writing, 400-1600 (Ithaca 1988). 
Still a very useful guide to geographical and ethnographical sources in this period is John Kirtland 
Wright, The Geographical Lore of the Time of the Crusades: A Study in the History of Medieval Science 

http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=1/TTL=2/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=autograph
http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=1/TTL=2/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=manuscript
http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=1/TTL=2/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=Liber
http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=1/TTL=2/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=Floridus
http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=1/TTL=2/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=key
http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=1/TTL=2/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=Encyclopedia
http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=1/TTL=2/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=Lambert
http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=1/TTL=2/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=Saint-Omer


49 

 

being produced in the vernacular; geographical description was certainly not exclusive to treatises or 

encyclopaedias, as it was frequently inserted in poems, romances and especially historiographical 

writing.6 Secondly, its compilation answered the call, articulated during the Fourth Lateran Council 

in 1215, to erase the ignorance of a lay public insufficiently educated by local parish priests. To this 

end, members of the new Dominican and Franciscan orders were beckoned to go forth and preach to 

a lay audience about orthodox Church views so as to ingrain Western society more deeply with the 

fibres of Christianity. To aid them in their teachings, extensive compendia of knowledge were drawn 

up. The geographical entries in Bartholomaeus’ encyclopaedia, arranged alphabetically, offered 

quick access to information about the world’s regions and peoples – reflecting God’s creation –, 

which could readily be consulted when compiling sermons for preaching missions. As such, it was 

an easy to use reference book, usable in the same vein as the many collections of distinctiones 

(keywords found in the Bible with their literal and allegorical meanings), were increasingly accessed 

using alphabetical subject indexes.7 Thirdly, Bartholomaeus’ encyclopaedia contains reasonably up-

to-date information, often drawn from biblical, classical and early medieval sources, attune to the 

contemporary mental landscapes of its wide, especially urban, audience. The value of 

Bartholomaeus’ descriptions lies in the fact that they are both representative and novel, incorporating 

stereotypical ethnic images circulating among intellectuals in his day. 8  

In this sense, Bartholomaeus was a typical product of his day. As many scholars have remarked, 

the ‘twelfth-century renaissance’ witnessed an increase both in ethnographic description and realistic 

                                                                                                                                                            
and Tradition in Western Europe (revised edition, New York 1965). An older study of medieval 
geography is Beazley, The Dawn of Modern Geography, 3 volumes (London 1897-1906).  
6 For example, the versified geography of England, based on Henry of Huntingdon’s Historia Anglorum, 
in Alexander Bell (ed.), ‘The Anglo-Norman description of England: An edition’, in Ian Short (ed.), 
Anglo-Norman Anniversary Essays (London 1993), 31-47.  
7 See Voorbij, ‘Purpose and Audience’, 31-45; for the increasing use of the alphabet see Mary A. Rouse 
and Richard H. Rouse, ‘The Development of Research Tools in the Thirteenth Century’, in Mary A. 
Rouse and Richard H. Rouse (eds), Authentic Witnesses: Approaches to Medieval Texts and Manuscripts 
(Notre Dame 1991), 221-255; Richard H. Rouse and Mary A. Rouse, ‘Statim Invenire. Schools, 
Preachers, and New Attitudes to the Page’, in Robert L. Benson and Giles Constable (eds), Renaissance 
and Renewal, 201-225. Mary A. Rouse and Richard H. Rouse, ‘Ordinatio and Compilatio Revisited’, in 
Mark D. Jordan and Kent Emery (eds), Ad litteram: Authoritative Texts and Their Medieval Readers 
(Notre Dame 1992), 113-134; Anna-Dorothee von den Brincken, ‘Tabula Alphabetica: Von den 
Anfängen alphabetischer Registerarbeiten zu geschichtlichen Werken (Vincent von Beauvais OP, 
Johannes von Hautfuney, Paulinus Minorita OFM)’, in Theodor Schieder e.a., Festschrift für Hermann 
Heimpel zum 70. Geburtstag am 19. Sept. 1971 (3 volumes, Göttingen 1972), vol. 2, 902-907. 
8 Bartholomaeus’ fresh geography draws from many sources of ethnography. To a small extent, his 
information may also bear relation to his own life’s experience As a tutor in theology and minister 
provincial in the Franciscan Order, Bartholomaeus enjoyed an international career consisting of much 
travel, stretching from England, Paris to Magdeburg in Saxony (where he became lector in 1231), to 
Austria (becoming minister provincial in 1247), and probably afterwards to Bohemia and Poland. It is not 
unthinkable that some of his remarks were also drawn from his own observations. For the most part, 
however, his entries are keeping with the traditional, learned knowledge of his day. Notably, 
Bartholomaeus Anglicus does not describe Greenland and Norse America and the land of the khans. The 
latter is remarkable, seeing that in 1245 Carpini undertook a papal mission to Kuyuk Khan, and on his 
return travels probably visited Magdeburg. Cf. Seymour, Bartholomaeus Anglicus, 33. 
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observation.9 Dress, hairstyles, eating and drinking habits, sexual proclivities and marriage customs, 

weaponry and fighting skills, forms of husbandry, trade, languages, laws and religious habits are 

treated at length in a number of sources. Especially the peoples inhabiting the fringes of the 

European continent were subject to scrutiny by the educated living closer to Europe’s heartland.10 

Gerald of Wales’ famous ethnographies of the ‘barbarous’ Irish and Welsh have thus received 

considerable attention in recent years, as have Adam of Bremen’s description of the Danes and 

Helmold of Bosau’s discussion of the Slavs.11  

How, then, did Bartholomaeus describe the ethnic groups inhabiting the regions of North-West 

Europe in his day, and which elements made up their ethnicity? On what grounds did Bartholomaeus 

attribute ethnic characteristics to inhabitants of North-West Europe? Crucially, what was the 

significance of these attributions, which images of ethnicity were invoked and to what purpose?  

This first chapter addresses the ‘learned’ concepts of ethnicity. From the entries in 

Bartholomaeus’ encyclopaedia it will become clear that the twelfth and early thirteenth century 

marked a turning point in thinking about ethnic character. In the earlier Middle Ages, intellectuals 

expressed the belief that migratory ethnic groups shared ties thought to be based upon language, law, 

customs and blood, which might be traced back, through royal dynasties, to Trojan, biblical or 

Scandinavian origins in so-called origo gentis myths.12 Although this awareness certainly did not 

disappear off the radar from the twelfth century onwards, with the re-emergence of climate theory 

(discussed in chapter 2) the process of the ‘biologization’ of ethnic differences slowly set in in West-
                                                      
9 Marc Stuart Cohen, The Ethnographic Dimensions of Conversion: A Study of Conversion Narratives in 
Northern Europe in the Middle Ages (diss. University of Toronto 1995), 153-158; M.-D. Chenu, Nature, 
Man and Society in the Twelfth Century: Essays on New Theological Perspectives in the Latin West 
(Toronto1997), ed. and transl. Jerome Taylor and Lester K. Little, ), esp. 4-18, containing a selection of 
nine essays from Marie-Dominique Chenu, La théologie au douzième siècle (Paris 1957); Antonia 
Gransden, ‘Realistic Observation in Twelfth-Century England’, in Speculum 47/1 (1972), 29-51; Józef 
Babicz and Heribert M. Nobis, ‘Die Entdeckung der Natur in der geographischen Literatur und 
Kartographie an der Wende vom Mittelalter zur Renaissance’, in Albert Zimmermann and Andreas Speer 
(eds), Mensch und Natur im Mittelalter, 2 volumes (Berlin 1991-1992), vol. 2, 939-951. 
10 Marek Tamm, ‘A New World into Old Words: The Eastern Baltic Region and the Cultural Geography 
of Medieval Europe’, in Alan V. Murray (ed.), The Clash of Cultures on the Medieval Baltic Frontier 
(Farnham 2009), 11-36, here at 15. Important sources are Arnold of Lübeck’s Chronica Slavorum (circa 
1210); Henry of Livonia’s Chronicon Livoniae (circa 1224-1227), and the late thirteenth-century 
anonymous Descriptiones terrarum, which describes regions in Eastern and Northern Europe. This text 
was possibly also produced by someone belonging to a mendicant order. It has been published by Marvin 
L. Colker, ‘America Rediscovered in the Thirteenth Century’, in Speculum 54/4 (1979), 712-726; see 
Tamm, ‘Eastern Baltic Region’, 16-17 and notes 24-26 for further literature. 
11 See especially David Fraesdorff, Der barbarische Norden: Vorstellungen und Fremdheitskategorien 
bei Rimbert, Thietmar von Merseburg, Adam von Bremen und Helmold von Bosau (Berlin 2005); Volker 
Scior, Das Eigene und das Fremde: Identität und Fremdheit in den Chroniken Adams von Bremen, 
Helmolds von Bosau und Arnold von Lübeck (Berlin 2002). For Gerald of Wales’ ethnography, see 
especially Bartlett, Gerald of Wales, and Jean-Marie Boivin, L’Irlande au Moyen Âge: Giraud de Barri et 
la Topographia Hibernica (1188) (Paris 1993). Some descriptions, such as Gerald’s discussion of the Irish 
bareback riding skills, or the Welsh’ musicality or their dental customs (polishing their teeth with green 
hazel), might be termed realistic. I refer also to, for example, Ralph de Diceto’s discussion of the people 
of Aquitaine and their eating habits; cf. Gransden, Realistic Observation’, 48. 
12 Hoppenbrouwers, ‘Medieval Peoples Imagined’, 45-50; Geary, Myth of Nations, 41-62; Reynolds, 
‘Medieval Origines Gentium, 375-390. 
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European thought. As will become clear, the influence of the rediscovery of climate theory was to 

have a fundamental impact on notions of ethnic character. However, as we will see, ethnic 

characterizations in this body of texts were interpreted and bore significance first and foremost in 

light of the Christianization of Europe. Below, Bartholomaeus Anglicus’ descriptions of ethnic 

peoples will thus first be discussed in light of the notion of the Christianization and civilization of 

European peoples, in relation to geographical thought. I will address the purpose of geographical 

description and the meaning of etymology; the geographical positioning of Western Europe in light 

of the theological concept that the creation took place in the East; and, finally, the notion that power, 

learning and civilization eventually coursed westwards, which was reflected in images of ethnicity. 

Bartholomaeus’ depiction of peoples living in the northern fringes of Europe as barbarous semi-

pagans might be placed in a broader discourse about the fringes of Europe as Canaan lands of milk 

and honey and the spread of Christendom from the heart of North-West Europe, which is described 

as the seat of civilization. Within this discourse, I discuss how representations of civilization or 

barbarity remain interwoven with degrees of religiosity, which were viewed in geographical terms.  

 

Axes of identity: from East to West  

In this first section, the ethnic images will be placed along two axes of identity: the north-middle-

south axis, drawn from the Greek-Roman classical tradition of antiquity, and the east-west axis, 

based upon scriptural tradition.13 On the north-south axis of identity, the inhabitants in the North 

were often classified as headstrong, barbarian peoples lacking civilization, restraint, refinement, or 

political organization; and the southerners as effeminate, unreliable, fickle people.14 This concept 

markedly regained influence from the end of the eleventh century onwards, with the re-emergence of 

ancient climate theory, especially through the translation of medical Arabic treatises into Latin.15 

This will be discussed further in chapter 2. In this chapter, I shall focus on the east-west axis.  

The east-west axis can be broken down into two concepts: first the notion that the world and 

Christianity arose in the Orient, where Paradise was located, as depicted so many T-O mappae 
                                                      
13 For example, Hrabanus Maurus says that the world can be divided into two parts, East and West; cf. 
Commentariorum in Genesim 2, 6, Patrologia Latina 107 Col. 513C, echoing Jerome, Liber 
interpretationis hebraicorum nominum, Corpus Christianorum Series Latina 72 (Turnhout 1959), 63. 
Suzanne Akbari is, to my knowledge, the first to clearly position the East as mirror for the West in 
Bartholomaeus’ medieval geography. Suzanne Akbari, ‘From Due East to True North: Orientalism and 
Orientation’, in Jeffrey Jerome Cohen (ed.), The Postcolonial Middle Ages (Basingstoke 2000), 19-34, 
here at 28 and notes on page 33. See also Anthony Pagden, ‘Europe: Conceptualizing a Continent’, in 
Anthony Pagden (ed.), The Idea of Europe: From Antiquity to the European Union (Cambridge 2002), 
33-54, here at 35-36. It must be noted that in the Middle Ages, from a northern perspective, east and 
south are sometimes blurred – the Levant positioned in both the east and the south.  
14 For the north-middle-south axis in relation to ethnic identity in antiquity, see especially Benjamin 
Isaac, The Invention of Racism in Classical Antiquity (Princeton 2004), chapter 1. As Nicholas Howe 
remarked, Pliny the Elder’s geography was arranged according to latitude, not longitude; cf Nicholas 
Howe, The Old English Catalogue Poems (Copenhagen 1985), 41. 
15 For the reintroduction of climate theory, see Miriam Eliav-Feldon, Benjamin Isaac and Joseph Ziegler, 
The Origins of Racism in the West (Cambridge 2009), especially Peter Biller’s contribution, ‘Proto-Racial 
Thought in Medieval Science’, 157-180. 
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mundi at the top of their maps.16 At the same time, for learned men in the twelfth century, the Orient 

might symbolize the future: the East was where the world began, and where it would cease to exist. 

At the centre – the navel – of the earth rose Jerusalem as the future ‘bride’ of Christ.17 For some 

theologians such as twelfth-century Hugh of St Victor, the positioning on the Orient and Occident 

bore an eschatological meaning, as the world was expected to cease to exist once Christendom had 

reached the farthest fringes of the West: both time and place thus coursed in a westward direction.18 

Secondly, there was the patristic concept of the east-west translation of knowledge, power, of 

chivalry (mainly emphasized in vernacular sources) and riches from Babylonia, Greece, Egypt, and 

Rome to the West, whether France (Paris as a centre of learning) or Germany (as receptor of the 

imperial power).19 In addition to the east-west axis, we can also point to the tripartite genealogical-

territorial division of Asia, Europe, Africa visualized on T-O mappae mundi, which formed the basic 

scheme of most geographical treatises. In the early Middle Ages, in biblical exegesis (on Genesis), 

these three continents were often – though not consistently – assigned to the descendants of Noah’s 

children Shem (who were allotted by far the largest part: Asia), Japheth (who gained Europe, 

sometimes northern Asia) and Ham (hot Africa).20 On some maps, embracing the world and the 

whole ecumenicity of human diversity with his hands and feet was Christ the Redeemer. 

                                                      
16 In T-O maps, Asia is always situated on the top half of the globe. For the location of Paradise or the 
Garden of Eden in the East, see Alessandro Scafi, Mapping Paradise: A History of Heaven and Earth 
(London 2006). For the T-O map, see further references in note 5 of this chapter.  
17 Cf. Psalm 73:12; Ezechiel 5:5. The location of Jerusalem in the centre of the earth is a commonplace 
in medieval thought. See Akbari, ‘From Due East to True North’, 21 for further references. As Suzanne 
Akbari writes, Jerusalem is more a place of return than of origin – an emotive pull that it has in both 
Judaism as well as Christianity. 
18 In medieval theology the Syrian bishop Severian of Gabala’s De mundi creatione V was an early 
expounder of this notion. In the fourth century, he wrote: ‘God looked into the future and set the first man 
in that place [the Orient] in order to cause him to understand that, just as the light of heaven moves 
towards the west, so the human race hastens toward death.’ Cf. Wright, Geographical Lore, 233-235 (for 
translation) and further in chapter 4. In the twelfth century the idea was present in the thought of Hugh of 
St Victor in De arca Noë morali IV 9.  
19 David Louis Gassman, Translatio studii: A Study of Intellectual History in the Thirteenth Century (2 
volumes, micr. dissertation, Ann Arbor 1973); Ulrich Krämer, Translatio imperii et studii: Zum 
Geschichts- und Kulturverständmis in der französischen Literatur des Mittelalters und der frühen Neuzeit 
(Bonn 1996), esp. chapter 5; Herbert Grundmann, ‘Sacerdotium – Regnum – Studium. Zur Wertung der 
Wissenschaft im 13. Jahrhundert’, in: Archiv für Kulturgeschichte 34 (1951), 5-21; Édouard Jeauneau, 
Translatio studii: The Transmission of Learning: A Gilsonian Theme (Toronto 1995). 
20 Cf. Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 1, ‘De orbe’. See John Williams, ‘Isidore, 
Orosius and the Beatus Maps’, in Imago Mundi 49 (1997), 7-32. Benjamin Braude has argued extensively 
that the division of continents among Shem, Japheth and Ham is by no means consistent on medieval 
maps. Although he has demonstrated some inconsistencies, still the tradition of attributing Africa to Ham, 
Europe to Japheth and Asia to Shem is powerfully present in many sources, both visual and textual. 
Sometimes Japheth is also attributed northern Asia, such as in Isidore’s Etymologiae XIV 3, 31. See 
Braude, ‘The Sons of Noah and the Construction of Ethnic and Geographical Identities in the Medieval 
and Early Modern Periods’, 103-142. The attribution could be both allegorical or literal. Akbari, ‘From 
Due East to True North’, 23. 
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    However, if the East was the cradle of mankind, by the twelfth century the North-West was the 

core of Europe: dulce France, merry England, the rich Rhineland.21 As Robert Bartlett has 

established, from the twelfth century onwards, the economic, cultural and intellectual heartland of 

Western Europe had shifted north-westwards to – in broad terms – the Ruhr area.22 At the same 

time, northern France was viewed, by intellectuals from this core region, as the homeland of learning 

and chivalry, where Paris was shaping influential intellectuals, such as Bartholomaeus Anglicus. In 

his encyclopaedia, the centre of Western Europe is thus pictured as idyllic, full of corn, fruit, and 

wine, through which rivers course, where precious stones and metals are plenteous. This area, as we 

shall see, was presented as region of bounty, temperance and civilization. Its inhabitants, especially 

in northern France and England, were depicted as cultured and courtly. From its own viewpoint, 

Christianized Western Europe thus held a lofty position, both in religious beliefs and degrees of 

civilization. To the edges of these idyllic regions, however, wild, cruel pagans or semi-pagans 

dwelled, squandering the potential benefits of the land, given to sexual licentiousness, and lacking 

restraint of urges or emotions.  

It is from this perspective – the birth of mankind and Christendom in the East – viewed from the 

new cultural heartland in the West, that we shall explore Bartholomaeus’ images of ethnicity. For it 

is from the heartland of Europe that encyclopaedists such as Bartholomaeus, but also Gervase of 

Tilbury and Alexander Neckam, set to paper their perceptions of the other.23 First we must thus 

establish where Bartholomaeus drew his information from, and offer some insight in his outlook, as 

a typical product of its day. What did he discuss in the in total 175 entries on the world’s regions and 

to what purpose? These questions bear relation to the significance attributed to ethnic images by 

Bartholomaeus and to the self-identity of those living in the new heartland of North-West Europe.  

 

Bartholomaeus’ entries 

Bartholomaeus Anglicus was born in England at the end of the twelfth century. He probably first 

studied at Oxford and afterward joined the Franciscan Order in 1224 or 1225 and became a Bible 

lector in Paris. In 1230 came the request from the General of the Franciscan Order to send him to 

Magdeburg in Saxony to lecture theology to student friars in the studium provinciale. It was here 

that he composed his encyclopaedia. In 1247, he was promoted to minister provincial of Austria, and 

in 1262 to that of Saxony. In between, a ‘Bartholomaeus of Prague’ was also minister provincial of 

Bohemia in 1255-1256, leading the eastward expansion of the Franciscan mission, and it is certainly 

                                                      
21 Koht, ‘Dawn of Nationalism’, 268 sees dulce France as a literary topos which we can see ‘a real love 
of the home country’. The concept is, however, much more complicated. 
22 Robert Bartlett, ‘Heartland and Border: The Mental and Physical Geography of Medieval Europe’, in 
Huw Price and John Watts (eds), Power and Identity in the Middle Ages: Essays in Memory of Rees 
Davies (Oxford 2007), 23-36, here at 26-27. 
23 Gervase of Tilbury, Otia imperialia: Recreation for an Emperor, ed. and transl. S.E. Banks and J.W. 
Binns (Oxford 2002), especially book II; Alexander Neckam, ‘De naturis rerum libri duo’. With the poem 
of the same author ‘De laudibus divinae saptientiae’, ed. Thomas Wright (London 1863).     
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possible that this is ‘our’ Bartholomaeus Anglicus. In 1257, he was designated papal legate to 

Bohemia, Poland, Moravia, Austria and then bishop of Lukow, but the Tartar invasions prevented 

him from taking up this position. He ended his days in Saxony.24 

Bartholomaeus’ On the Properties of Things can be termed an encyclopaedia of theology and 

science, arranged in nineteen books. Composed for Franciscan pupils, it was employed as a 

comprehensive reference tool, a book of the world, to gain knowledge of the hidden messages 

contained in nature and humanity as manifestations of God’s creation,25 following the Augustinian 

idea that knowledge of the created world could enhance knowledge of God, even drawing the soul 

upwards towards God.26 The 175 entries on the world’s regions, ‘De proprietatibus Provinciae’, are 

seemingly an amalgamation of references to the Franciscan provinces combined with traditional and 

biblical geography. As said, the new geographical structure of the Franciscan provinces – deviating 

from the traditional Church divisions – was marked out according to the demographic shifts which 

had occurred in the previous decades. The new lay-out was intended to cater to the demands of 

preaching to the lay communities by mendicant friars in Western Europe. As such, the Franciscan 

territorial divisions were criticized by Paris masters as impinging on traditional (biblical) 

ecclesiastical geography, yet were legitimized by the papacy.27 Devoid of political meaning though 

more attune to the demographic reality, Bartholomaeus’ entries might therefore be viewed as a 

representation of the ‘state of affairs’ of the spread of Christianity among ethnic groups, their 

culture, customs, and characteristics at the end of the first half of the thirteenth century. We might 

presume that, in order for his encyclopaedic work to serve as a useful tool for mendicant friars 

                                                      
24 Seymour, Bartholomaeus Anglicus, 1-10. For the Franciscans at Paris, see John C. Murphy, ‘The Early 
Franciscan Studium at the University of Paris’, in L.S. Domonkos and R.J. Schneider, Studium generale : 
Studies offered to Astrik L. Gabriel by his former students at the Mediaeval Institute,  University of Notre 
Dame, on the occasion of his election as an Honorary Doctor of the Ambrosiana in Milan (Notre Dame 
1967), 162-203. 
25 Seymour, Bartholomaeus Anglicus, 13-14. Greetham, Faboulous Geography, 193-194. See also D.C. 
Greetham, ‘The Concept of Nature in Bartholomaeus Anglicus’, in Journal of the History of Ideas 41/4 
(1980), 663-677. For twelfth-century encyclopaedias and the ‘renaissance’, see Bernard Ribémont, La 
‘Renaissance’ du XIIe siècle et l’encyclopédisme (Paris 2002); Benoît Beyer de Ryke, ‘Les encyclopédies 
médiévales, un état de la question’, Pecia: Ressources en médiévistique 1 (2002), 9-42. On the structure 
of medieval enyclopaedias, see Christel Meier, ‘Organisation of Knowledge and Encyclopaedic ordo. 
Functions and Purposes of a Universal Literary Genre’, in Peter Binkley (ed.), Pre-Modern 
Encyclopaedic Texts: Proceedings of the Second COMERS Congress, Groningen, 1-4 July 1996 (Leiden 
1997), 103-126; Peter Binkley, ‘Preachers’ Responses to Thirteenth-Century Encyclopaedism’, in idem, 
Pre-Modern Encyclopaedic Texts, 75-88; and Eva Albrecht, ‘The Organization of Vincent of Beauvais’ 
Speculum Maius and of Some Other Latin Encyclopedias’, in  Harvey (ed.), in Steven Harvey (ed.), The 
Medieval Hebrew Encyclopedias of Science and Philosophy: Proceedings of the Bar-Ilan University 
Conference (Dordrecht, Boston, London 2000), 46-74.  
26 Voorbij, ‘Purpose and Audience’, 35. See further Christel Meier, ‘Grundzüge der mittelalterlichen 
Enzyklopädik. Zu Inhalten, Formen und Funktionen einer problematischen Gattung’, in Ludger 
Grenzmann and Karl Stackmann (eds), Literatur und Laienbildung im Spätmittelalter und in der 
Reformationszeit: Symposion Wolfenbüttel 1981 (Stuttgart 1984), 472-480. 
27 Hans-Joachim Schmidt, ‘Establishing an Alternative Territorial Pattern. The Provinces of the 
Mendicant Orders’, in Michael Robson and Jens Röhrkasten (eds), Franciscan Organisation in the 
Mendicant Context: Formal and Informal Structures of the Friars’ lives and Ministry in the Middle Ages 
(Berlin 2010), 1-18.  
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embarking on preaching missions, his representation of ethnic characteristics was in step with his 

beliefs regarding ethnic characteristics – which, as we will see, were grounded more on learned 

theory and traditional sources than the ‘proverbial’, cultural images circulating in wider circles of 

secular clergy and nobility.28 

In alphabetical order, the regions stretch from Europe to the ancient Roman provinces of Asia 

Minor and the biblical lands. Besides geographical information about the regions’ boundaries, rivers 

and mountains, the entries contain vivid descriptions of the natural products and minerals, towns, 

and the inhabitants’ character and customs, and in some cases physical appearances,  based both on 

classical, early medieval and contemporary sources, belonging to the fields of geography, 

etymology, Bible exegesis, historiography and poetry, first and foremost Isidore’s Etymologies. 

Pliny, Orosius, and Bede are thus cited with great frequency, as well as (glosses on) the Old and 

New Testament.29 These traditional sources are however enriched with fresh details.  

This mixture of the old and the new has resulted, it must be said, in a somewhat muddled 

representation. To give one example: Belgica Gallica seems to stretch across almost the whole of 

present-day France and is inhabited by a generally fierce people, but it is also a peaceful and quiet 

land, where many people live and speak different languages. Here Bartholomaeus is quoting both 

Isidore but possibly also perhaps the otherwise unknown ‘Erodatus’, the ‘historiographus orbis 

terrarum’ who ‘did not refrain from scrutinizing the corners of Germania’.30 Some boundaries are 

carefully stated, such as Gascony; others, however, are unclear and geographical mistakes occur 

regarding Flanders, Lorraine, Brabant.31 Bartholomaeus also tends to accumulate sources instead of 

sifting and choosing the most up-to-date information, and therefore includes entries on both 

‘Britannia’ and ‘Anglia’, or ‘Francia’ and ‘Gallia’. In this sense, he was typical: by the twelfth 

century in geography used in non-political sources, Francia and Gallia were used inconsistently and 

interchangeably, and Francia could refer to either the entire Capetian kingdom or merely the region 

                                                      
28 See especially chapter 6 for proverbial images. 
29 In fact, those chapters concerning regions outside of Europe are almost word for word duplications of 
Isidore’s Etymologiae, containing much out-of-date information. Major sources are Isidore’s Etymologiae 
IX and XV, quoted verbatim apart from lemmas referring to contemporary Europe; Pliny, Historia 
Naturalis IV-VI; Orosius, Historiae adversum Paganos I, and the mysterious geographer ‘Erodatus’. Other 
references are made to among others Solinus, Augustine, Paulus Diaconus and Petrus Comestor. See 
Seymour, Bartholomaeus Anglicus, 158. Most encyclopaedists followed Isidore’s Etymologiae. 
Thirteenth-century Vincent of Beauvais, for example, integrated Isidore’s accounts of peoples, languages 
and geography. Another example of a traditional source is Honorius Augustodunensis, Imago Mundi, 
printed by Valerie I.J. Flint (ed.) in Archives d’Histoire Doctrinale et Littéraire du Moyen Age 57 (1982), 
7-153. Versied geographical descriptions such as twelfth-century Godfrey of Viterbo’s depictions of 
Lombardy, Venetia, Francia and the Alsace in his Gesta Friderici, are also remarkedly quiet about the 
peoples living there, contributing little contemporary knowledge.  
30 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 166, ‘De Thuringia’: ‘qui nullatenus permisit 
secreta in Germaniae confinio inscrutata’.  This same ‘Erodatus’ is seemingly quoted in the Pierpont 
Morgan MS 461 (as Erodotus), in a text on the Plinian races, contrasting Europe and Africa. See John 
Block Friedman, The Monstrous Races in Medieval Art and Thought (reprint New York 2000), 55. Peter 
Biller has suggested that Bartholomaeus might have invented this source, exercising his wit, yet it does 
seem that this is a source now lost. Cf. Biller, ‘Proto-racial thought’, 171.  
31 As remarked by Thorndike, History of Experimental Science, vol. 2, 427. 
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of the Paris basin; Britannia could mean England (excluding Scotland and Wales), Anglia could 

include Ireland.32 Of the political divisions of power he also remains silent. Instead, displaying little 

awareness of the political contingents, he discusses Saxon characteristics (he compiled his text in 

Saxony) in the entry ‘De Alemannia’ (as if Saxony is the main part of Alemannia), and inserts cross 

references in ‘De Saxonia’ to Alemannia and Germania (the latter he seems to have forgotten to 

enter into his encyclopaedia).33 Bartholomaeus treats the Thuringians, Saxons, and Franconians of 

the German Empire separately, as he does the regions of Francia/Gallia (both included); his 

repertoire would seem, in that sense, little different from the ethnic-geographical denominations 

employed in much twelfth-century Latin literary verse and vernacular chansons de geste: as a 

patchwork quilt of ethnic groups.34   

On what basis does Bartholomaeus make distinctions between regions? Around 900, Regino of 

Prüm had declared that the variety of peoples was determined by descent, manners, law and 

language.35 Of these four categories, Bartholomaeus devotes special attention to two: descent and 

manners. Most entries begin with an etymological explanation of the region’s name, sometimes 

based upon an origin myth, in a few cases upon geographical features, or on pure etymological 

deduction. Some of these etymologies – usually derived from Isidore of Seville – are drawn directly 

from the ethnic group’s supposed character (or conversely, its character was inferred from the 

group’s name). The name of the Thuringians, for example, is said to originate from durus, hard, as 

they were purportedly hard and cruel towards their enemies.36 Some of the chapters also include 

biblical or mythological stories, for example the Babylonian confusion of languages or the story of 

the Amazons. Remarkably little is said about languages, however. Notable, on the other hand, is the 

extreme emphasis on the environment of the regions, its fertility or lack thereof, the crops and fruits 

they bear. As shall become clear below, the significance of these environmental descriptions 

stretches much further than mere praise of the beauty and bounty of the landscapes: it bears a direct 

relationship to the moral and religious disposition of the region’s inhabitants. In order to understand 

this, we must first address the underlying fabric of Bartholomaeus’ geographical description. 

 

 

 

                                                      
32 See Bernd Schneidmüller, ‘Nomen gentis. Nations- und Namenbildung im nachkarolingischen 
Europa’, in Dieter Geuenich, Wolfgang Haubrichs and Jörg Jarnut (eds), Nomen et gens: Zur historischen 
Aussagekraft frühmittelalterlicher Personennamen (Berlin and New York 1997), 140-156 and especially 
Schneidmüller, Nomen patriae, 83-84. By the early thirteenth century, King Philips August was calling 
the whole monarchy regnum Franciae in charters issued by the royal chancellery. Nonetheless, in 
chansons de geste of this period Francia could also refer to the entire Carolingian Empire, or merely to 
the region around Paris. For Anglia/Britannia see further chapter 8 note 25.  
33 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 13, ‘De Alemannia’ and 139, ‘De Saxonia’. 
34 Schneidmüller, Nomen patriae, 191-208.  
35 See the Introduction note 10. 
36 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 166, ‘De Thuringia’: ‘Gens quidem secundum 
nomen patriae Thuringia, id est dura contra hostes, maxime et severa.’  
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Fabric of geographical description 

The fabric of these descriptions sheds more light on the religious significance of ethnic 

characterization in medieval compilations of knowledge. In fact, the vast encyclopaedic works 

produced in the first half of the thirteenth century, including the works of Thomas of Cantimpré and 

Vincent of Beauvais, were essentially compendia of Bible exegesis. Bartholomaeus’ object was thus 

to provide the friars with an organized synthesis of biblical knowledge. Based on the scripture as 

interpreted by Augustine, Bartholomaeus’ nineteen books signified universality, or, according to 

Maurice Seymour, ‘a gloss on things and places mentioned in the Bible’.37 This has to do with the 

fact that within medieval hermeneutics, nature and all things created were viewed as ‘legible 

according to Scripture and understood and interpreted through the Bible and the Church Fathers’.38 

The objective was to interpret the literal or figurative signs of scripture; through understanding these 

signs, God and his word could be understood.39 Thus, half a millennium earlier, Bede had already 

drawn up a similar though much less detailed alphabetical gazetteer as a companion to his 

commentary on the book Acts, in the New Testament, the Names of regions, topographically 

portraying the stage for the spread of Christianity in the Near East, and interlarding his History of the 

Church with geographical asides.40 Similar gazetteers had been compiled by Eusebius and Jerome, 

among others.41 These descriptions of biblical places reflected Augustine’s opinion that knowledge 

of scriptural geography and toponymy was essential to understanding the Scripture’s historical 

meaning.42 Accordingly, in the encyclopaedia’s introduction Bartholomaeus claims to present ‘little 

or nothing of my own, but instead all that is written in the original texts of saints and 

philosophers’.43 

From a broader perspective, besides unravelling hidden truths, medieval geography served the 

purpose of placing events on the world’s stage as sign posts in the history of salvation. Prior to the 

twelfth century, most extensive ethnographic passages can be found usually in prefaces to 

historiographical texts. Although this was a convention in keeping with classical historical writing, 

in the early Middle Ages it gained a specific religious context. As A.H. Merrills has argued 
                                                      
37 Seymour, Bartholomaeus Anglicus, 11-12. 
38 Tamm, ‘Eastern Baltic Region’, 12; Anthony Pagden, European Encounters with the New World: 
From Renaissance to Romanticism (New Haven 1993), 12 and 52; Lozovsky, The Earth Is Our Book.  
39 Howe, Old English Catalogue Poems, 46-47.  
40 Merrills, History and Geography, 242, 247. Such alphabetical gazetters demonstrate that presenting 
knowledge alphabetically was not a completely new phenomenon in the thirteenth century. 
41 In the first quarter of the fourth century, Eusebius had compiled his On the Place Names in the Holy 
Scripture (or Onomasticon), an alphabetical gazetteer of place names in the Scriptures. 
42 Merrills, History and Geography, 241-242. 
43 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum (Heidelburg 1488), Prohemium: ‘de meo pauca vel 
quasi nulla apposui, sed omnia quae dicentur de libris authenticis sanctorum et philosophorum’. Similary 
claims are made in the introductory words to books XIV and XV, on the world and its regions. In reality, 
however, he produced geographical descriptions far removed from the realms of scripture and philosophy. 
Besides the practical reason of creating a tool for mendicant preachers, including ‘new’ territories in his 
compilation may have sprung from an urgency to apply biblical truths to a post-biblical era, as earlier 
twelfth-century reformists had likewise endeavoured in historical theology. See especially the chapter 
‘Reformist Apocalypticism and the Battlefield of History’ in Whalen’s Dominion of God, 72-99. 
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extensively, history and geography were viewed as inseparable in historical narrative, as both 

reflected upon the activity of humanity in time and space.44 In early medieval historiography, this 

temporal-spatial relationship was interpreted specifically through the religious prism of God’s divine 

‘plan’. Geography offered the spatial context wherein historical events occur, which were performed 

by and viewed in relationship to the diversity of humanity; indeed, only through history and events 

in which humanity acted, did a geographical space gain meaning. The first religious geographical 

introduction can be found in Orosius’ fifth-century Seven Books of History Against the Pagans, in 

which Orosius stated that he endeavoured to disclose, both in time and space, the conflicts of 

humanity and the world, burning with vice, as viewed from a watchtower.45 This popular viewpoint 

was continued in Paul the Deacon’s History of the Longobards, Isidore’s History of the Goths, 

Vandals and Sueves, Jordanes’ Getica, Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People, Saxo 

Grammaticus’ History of the Danes, Adam of Bremen’s Deeds of the Bishops of the Hamburg 

Church, and Henry of Huntingdon’s History of the English, which all include geographical-

ethnographical descriptions on the opening pages.46 This list is certainly not exhaustive.  

If geography formed the setting for historical events, history was acted out by peoples. As such, 

the bond between a territory, its history and its inhabitants could invite contemplation on the fate of 

peoples in relation to divine providence. Geography provided the landscape for the conflicts of the 

human race in relation to the salvation history of the world. As Nathalie Lozovsky writes, ‘as such, 

the earth could become a subject of contemplation, meditation on questions of earthly transience and 

human sins – an image and purpose demonstrated by biblical commentaries’.47 Understanding the 

significance of peoples and places in relation to earthly transience could be obtained by studying the 

role of peoples in historical events in accordance with God’s plan. One important tool for 

understanding peoples’ behaviour in the history of mankind, and their willingness to embrace 

Christianity, was etymological deduction, examining their ‘core essence’.  

 

Etymologies and ethnicity 

In traditional biblical exegesis, gaining knowledge of the historical meaning of regions and their 

inhabitants in light of God’s plan was obtained by searching for the original, inherent core meaning 

of words.48 Understanding a signifier (e.g. a name) meant understanding the meaning of the thing 

itself. This was the fundament of Isidore’s Etymologies, one of the most influential books written in 

the Middle Ages. As Nicholas Howe explains, for Isidore ‘a fact is the name or word because from it 

may be derived knowledge of the thing itself’.49 This knowledge was obtained through etymological 

deduction, ‘a hermeneutical principle according to which knowledge of a given thing may be 
                                                      
44 Merrills, History and Geography, 8. 
45 Orosius, Historiae adversus paganos I, 1. 
46 Merrills, History and Geography, 1-4. 
47 Lozovsky, The Earth Is Our Book, 153. 
48 Howe, Old English Catalogue Poems, 59. See also Greetham, Fabulous Geography, 282-301. 
49 Howe, Old English Catalogue Poems, 34. 
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realized from an understanding of its name’.50 Indeed, according to Isidore, at the crucial moment of 

creation Adam had spoken ‘true words’ when assigning names to things; if two words were similar, 

they must also somehow be inherently related; names referred to the active lives and behaviour of 

their owners.51 Thus, in learned medieval encyclopaedic thought, ethnonyms – one of the six main 

attributes of an ethnic community according to Anthony Smith and viewed as pivotal to ethnic 

awareness – were believed to reflect a transcendental entity; by examining the form of a word, one 

might learn to understand the essence of the entity.52 In order to identify names with peoples, Isidore 

relied on Jerome’s alphabetical gazetteer commenting on the peoples mentioned in Genesis.53 This 

etymologizing tradition, so highly influential because of Isidore’s Etymologies, remained a familiar 

element for encyclopaedic compilers such as Hrabanus Maurus, Bartholomaeus Anglicus, Vincent of 

Beauvais or Gervase of Tilbury.54  

If names were viewed to reflect divine truths, the tradition of explaining ethnic groups’ names 

etymologically thus formed an essential element of intellectual thinking about ethnicity. In 

Bartholomaeus’ work, etymology seems a key element to his perception of the ties between a region, 

its geography, inhabitants and rulers. In his On the Properties of Things we can distinguish between 

four categories of etymologies, based on (1) foundation or origo gentis (descent) myths; (2) 

geographical features; (3) outward appearances; and (4) internal character traits. The first category, 

foundation or origo gentis myths, was becoming increasingly popular in twelfth-century Latin 

(mainly historiographical and vernacular) texts – circulating in intellectual, aristocratic and possibly 

urban circles, and relating to significant social and political communities of their day.55 Such descent 

myths intimated that the inhabitants of an area descended from an eponymous founder. Francia, for 

example, was etymologized from Francus, the Trojan who purportedly travelled in Aeneas’ company 

                                                      
50 Idem, 60; Michel de Bouard, ‘Les encyclopédies médiévales sur “La connaissance de la nature et du 
monde”’, in Revue des questions historiques 116 (1930), 258-304, here at 286; Kästner, ‘Der 
groβmächtige Riese und Recke Teuton’, 75-77. For a discussion of ethnic names, see Ludwig Rübekeil, 
‘Völker, Länder- und Einwohnernamen’, in Walter de Gruyter, Name Studies. An International Handbook 
of Onomastics (Berlin and New York 1996), 1330-1343; W. Haubrichs, ‘Veriloquium nominis: Zur 
Namensexegese im frühen Mittelalter’, in Hans Fromm, Wolfgang Harms, Uwe Ruberg and Ernst 
Friedrich Ohly (eds), Verbum et signum: Beiträge zur mediävistischen Bedeutungsforschung, 2 volumes 
(Munich 1975), vol. 1, 231-256.  
51 Friedman, Monstrous Races, 110. 
52 Smith, National Identity, 21. 
53 In Genesis 10. Isidore consulted Jeromes’s Quaestiones hebraicae in Genesim, ed. P. de Lagarde, in 
Sancti Hieronymi Presbyteri Opera I, 1, CCSL 72 (Turnhout 1959), 1-56. Cf. Patrick Gautier Dalché, 
Géographie et culture. La representation de l’espace du vie au xiie siècle (Aldershot 1997), 278-9. 
Originally published as ‘Isidore Hispalensis, De gentium vocabulis (Etym. IX, 2): quelques sources non 
repérées’, in Revue des Études Augustiniennes 31 (1985), 278-286.  
54 Hrabanus Maurus, De rerum naturis; Vincent of Beauvais, Speculum naturale; Gervase of Tilbury, 
Otia imperialia.   
55 See Reynolds, Kingdoms and Communities, 258-259. Reynolds questions the extent to which laymen 
were familiar with descent myths, stating that those laymen who were politically active, were probably 
familiar with descent myths from the thirteenth century. In view of the recurrence of descent myths in 
historiographical sources, including those in the vernacular, it would seem however that this was a 
widespread concept. 
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and afterwards established a Troyes on banks of the Rhine.56 Similarly, the inhabitants of Britain, 

says Bartholomaeus, took their name from Brutus, another Trojan hero; in courtly circles, this was 

the butt end of a joke about the English descending from brutes.57 Referring to Genesis’ story about 

the dispersion of peoples after the Flood, Bartholomaeus also employed biblical genealogy to 

etymologize.58 The name Africa was thus derived from Afer, the son of Abraham.59 The second 

category, names of territories etymologized characteristics of physical geography; Alemannia was 

named after the river the Alemannus (now sometimes explained as coming from ‘alle mannen’); 

Burgundy from its burgh towers.60 

More important is the intricate relation between ethnic names and physical characteristics in a 

number of etymologies derived from the third category – appearance.61 An ethnic name could be 

based upon cultural practices relating to dress or haircuts; famously, the Longobards’ name was 

etymologized as stemming from their long beards, possibly one of the few etymological 

explanations which bore a kernel of truth, although long beards formed part of the Longobards’ 

origin myth.62 An etymology of appearance was sometimes used for the Picts, who tattooed and 

painted their bodies, and were thus picti.63 The name of the Albanians was, said Isidore, derived 

from their white hair: albus, white from the incessant snows (their eyes, he writes, were bluish-grey, 

resulting in excellent night vision).64 Skin colour was also considered a determinant: the Mauri 

(Moors) of Mauretania were said to take their name from maron, meaning black in Greek, as they 

                                                      
56 Honorius of Autun, Imago Mundi XXVII. 
57 Isidore, Etymologiae IX 2, 102; see further chapter 8. 
58 Greetham, Faboulous Geography, 258-260. 
59 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 19, ‘De Affrica’; cf. Isidore, Etymologiae IX, 2, 
115. Of course, in many cases it was not possible to employ etymology, such as in the case of Gog and 
Magog who descended from Japheth, or the Ismaelites as children of Cedar. Some regions were named 
after a ruler or tribe, such as Crete; Judea, of course, was named after Judas, son of Jacob, founder of the 
tribe of Judas. Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 42, ‘De Creta’, and 76, ‘De Iudea’. 
Bartholomaeus does not say which king lent his name to the island of Crete.  
60 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 13, ‘De Alemannia’; 31, ‘De Burgundia’.  
61 Already in antiquity regions were named after the appearance, dress and hair styles of their 
inhabitants. The three Gauls – Gallia Togata (Lombardy), Gallia Comata (Burgundia and Francia) and 
Gallia Braccata (Germania) – were distinguished according to the toga, hair (the long-haired Burgundians 
and Franks) and trousers (the Germans wearing long trousers). See Gervase of Tilbury, Otia imperialia II 
10.  
62 Fredegar, Chronicle IV 65 (echoed for example by Honorius of Autun, De imagine mundi XXVI and 
Gervase of Tilbury, Otia imperialia II 10) said that a voice from above gave them their name when 
entering into battle with the Huns. The women were said to have tied the hair on their heads onto their 
cheeks and chins so that they looked liked men. Not only did the Longobards’ long beards form part of 
their origin myth, they were also a part of their (elite’s) self-presentation (Selbstdarstellung). For 
example, Longobard kings and dukes from the earlier Longobard period liked to have themselves 
portrayed with long beards on seals or on weaponry. See Rübekeil, ‘Völker’, 1331; Walter Pohl, 
‘Memory, Identity and Power in Lombard Italy’, in Yitzhak Hen and Matthew Innes (eds), The Uses of 
the Past in the Early Middle Ages (Cambridge 2000), 9-28, here at 18-19. 
63 Isidore, Etymologiae IX 2, 103; Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 152, ‘De 
Scottia’. 
64 Isidore, Etymologiae IX 2, 65; Honorius of Autun, De imagine mundi XVIII; Bartholomaeus Anglicus, 
De proprietatibus rerum XV 7, ‘De Albania’.  
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were burnt by the heat of the sun.65 Conversely, white-skinned people lived in Galilea, Galicia (who 

were said to descend from the Greeks and thus possessed a greater intellect) and Gaul drew their 

name from their milky-white bodies, for, in a display of iron logic, ‘gala is Greek for milk’.66 These 

etymologies are pointers to the strong significance attributed to skin colour from early times.67  

Finally, there are those etymologies drawn from the fourth category, internal character traits or 

‘inner disposition’. In Bartholomaeus’ encyclopaedia, these explanations seem to have been applied 

especially to the courageous, fear inspiring Germanic groups, who in general, spawned (germinare) 

many peoples.68 Thus, Thuringians were ‘hard’, durus toward their enemies.69 In his partly 

encyclopaedic Recreation for an Emperor, Gervase of Tilbury explains that the name of the Saxons, 

the strongest of men pursuing their enemies over land and sea, ‘comes from their endurance and 

strength, in which they resemble rocks’ (saxa).70 Traditionally, the Franks had been called feroces, 

fierce by nature, hence their name; this indeed would seem to be the original interpretation used by 

the Franks themselves.71 

Such explanations of peoples’ names point to the belief that ethnic peoples shared a ‘core 

essence’. However, this is immediately complicated by the fact that throughout history, peoples’ 

names had changed, and that their names might be interpreted according to various etymological 

                                                      
65 Isidore, Etymologiae IX 2, 122.  
66 In Isidore, Etymologiae IX 2, 110: ‘Galleci a candore dicti, unde et Galli.’ Further, Isidore, 
Etymologiae XIII 19, 5, XIV 3, 23; IX 2, 104 and XIV 4, 25; Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus 
rerum XV 66, ‘De Gallia’; Gervase of Tilbury, Otia imperialia II 10; Honorius of Autun, De imagine 
mundi I 26. For Gervase of Tilbury’s text see Michael Rothmann, ‘Totius orbis descriptio. Die “Otia 
Imperialia” des Gervasius von Tilbury: Eine höfische Enzyklopädie und die scientia naturalis’, in Christel 
Meier (eds), Die Enzyklopädie im Wandel vom Hochmittelalter bis zur frühen Neuzeit (Munich 2002), 
189-224. See further chapter 2. 
67 Much recent work has been done on the significance of skin colour as an ethnic marker in the Middle 
Ages; see further references in chapter 2. See for the role of colour (especially white, black, red) in names 
in Eastern Europe, see Herbert Ludat, ‘Farbenbezeichnungen in Völkernamen’, in Saeculum 4 (1953), 
138-154. According to Ludat, it is difficult to determine the origin of these colour denominations, 
although they seem to partly correspond to north (yellow), east (white), south (blue) and west (red).  The 
colour denominations mentioned by Ludat are not however based on ancient Greek or Roman names and 
therefore seem to belong to a different tradition. 
68 For more examples see Reinhard Wenskus, Stammesbildung und Verfassung: das Werden der 
frühmittelalterlichen gentes (Cologne 1961), 513-514, esp. note 557. Isidore, Etymologiae, XIV 4; 
Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 13, ‘De Alemannia’; Honorius of Autun, Imago 
Mundi XXIII. 
69 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 166, ‘De Thuringia’.  
70 Gervase of Tilbury, Otia imperialia II 7, ed. Banks and Binns, 242-243: ‘propter sui fortitudinem et 
robur quasi saxorum sic appellatur’. 
71 Not mentioned by Bartholomaeus Anglicus as an etymology, however. But see for example the 
Aquitainian ninth-century monk Ermoldus Nigellus’ remark that the name of the Franks brings shudders 
of fear, in Carmen in honorem Hludowici I vs. 378. This was a classical stereotype which might be 
interpreted, for example in the Liber Historiae Francorum, within the Trojan descent myth: Franci were 
called Trojans by emperor Valentinian after they had driven the Alans out of the Maeotic swamps; cf. Ian 
Wood, ‘Defining the Franks’, 50. The etymology that Franci were free men, is not mentioned in these 
encyclopaedic texts, although Alexander of Roes discusses it in his thirteenth-century Noticia seculi, 
saying that the German Franks were free in view of their imperial role, the French Franks referring to 
their independence. See Scales, ‘France and the Empire’, 408; cf. Wenskus, Stammesbildung und 
Verfassung, 513-514. 
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traditions. Indeed, medieval compilers of encyclopaedias were themselves generally aware of this 

fact, as Isidore acknowledged that ‘there appear to be more names of nations that have been altered 

than names remaining, and afterwards a rational process has given diverse names to these’.72 

Nonetheless, although an awareness of the vicissitudes of ethnic names existed, still little attempt 

was made to reconcile the discrepancies between different names overlapping the same territories, 

nor were traditional, classical names structurally replaced by newer ones, representing concurrent 

political or ethnic entities.73 This has to do partly with the Augustinian epistemology that God was 

the source and goal of all knowledge. For this reason, as Nathalie Lozovsky argues, throughout the 

early Middle Ages intellectual authority – the written sources – presided over data acquired 

empirically. Geographers simply could not rely on their senses.74 The outcome was that 

geographical representation was generally out-dated and sometimes muddled.  

However, besides bowing to ancient and divinely inspired knowledge, this tombola of 

etymological explanations might form a convenient store of images to pick from, depending on the 

author’s ethnic perspective. As a result, Bartholomaeus can, for example, present a whole string of 

etymologies of the Britons and English, making cross-references between Britannia and Anglia.75 

The inhabitants of Britannia, or Anglia, may descend from their Trojan founder Brutus, but they 

were also Angles living in a remote corner, angulus, of the world, sometimes interpreted as serving 

as a corner stone of Christendom; or they were Angles descending from Queen Engelia, daughter of 

the Saxon duke; or their name was a pun on their beautiful angelic faces, gazed upon by Pope 

Gregory I at the slave market in Rome.76 The range of etymologies might also represent changes 

within ethnic character over time, as a result of migration, ethnogenesis or acculturation. 

Nonetheless, the fact that ethnic groups shared characteristics as a ‘core essence’ was an accepted 

                                                      
72 Isidore, Etymologiae IX 2, 39. 
73 Lozovsky, The Earth Is Our Book, 139-141. The Anonymous Geographer of Ravenna is perhaps an 
early exception, saying for example that Germania and Gallia Belgica were now inhabitated by the 
Franks. On the whole, however, the tradition of retaining old continued into the thirteenth century, but it 
was supplemented by new information. See also for example Gervase of Tilbury’s explanation that he 
uses names both old and new, doing both hommage to the past and adhering to oral knowledge. Cf. Otia 
imperialia II 25, ed. 524-527. 
74 Idem, 141-147. See also Eduard J. Dijksterhuis, De Mechanisering van het Wereldbeeld (Amsterdam 
1950), 13-45, who wrote, in regards to Plato,’s idealism, that so long as the ratio between the value of 
empirical research and mathematical constructs remained unclear in forming insights in physics, 
empirical evidence would be underestimated, and information derived from intellectual thought without 
sufficient knowledge drawn from experience, overestimated. In addition to lacking a clear view of the 
relationship between empirical findings and mathematical constructs, I add that the religious thought 
would have impeded the desire and active will to intellectually process information based on empirical 
findings within a mathematical construct.     
75 Bartholomaeus also makes a cross reference between Gallia and Francia. This is a strong indicator that 
both names were considered as more or less synonymous by the first half of the thirteenth century.  
76 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, ‘De Anglia’. The remark about Queen Englia is repeated by Ranulf Hidgen 
but does not seem to have been picked up by other writers. Gervase of Tilbury on the other hand, says 
that the Saxons come from the island Engla in Saxony. See Otia imperialia II 17. The story about their 
angelic faces was related by Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica II 1, ed. and transl. Colgrave and Mynors, 132-
135. For the slave boy legend, see Kathy Lavezzo, Angels on the Edge of the World: Geography, 
Literature, and the English Community, 1000-1534 (Ithaca, NY 2006), 27-28 and 85-86. 
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belief among intellectuals. In theory, all members of the group might share such a character. 

However, as discussed further below, this did not imply that members should embrace their ethnic 

character. On the contrary, pernicious character traits should be wiped out.77  

 

*** 

Having cursorily established the relationship between etymologies and ethnicity, we shall now 

review Bartholomaeus’ picture of the world’s regions in fuller detail in light of the relationship 

between history, geography, ethnicity and religion on the east-west axis. As we shall see, these 

strongly interwoven categories formed the core of ethnic identity in view of theological ideas about 

human diversity and Christendom in this period. It is necessary, in this light, to understand how 

Christendom was related to geographical space, as this played a significant role in thinking about 

ethnicity.  

 

The religious landscape  

In medieval religious thought, the axis Orient-Occident bore profound significance, as from a 

theological perspective, the Near East was the stage of the biblical drama. Given that Christianity 

was a proselytizing religion it had subsequently been the task of the apostles to extend God’s rule 

from sea to sea, with ‘all the nations serving him’, from the eastern Mediterranean to the West.78 

Only then would the message from the New Testament seep to all the corners of the world, 

expanding the populus Christianus. Finally, as the farthest reaches of the world succumbed to the 

apostolic message, salvation would be attained.  

Successful proselytization and the firm establishment of Christendom were dependent upon a 

person’s or group’s readiness to receive God’s word and embrace Christian morals. This readiness 

entailed overcoming sinful dispositions, whether individual or related to one’s ethnicity. As such, we 

can say that the ethnic groups were actors in the drama of salvation which was to unfold on the 

world stage, as Christendom spread to the four corners of the world. We can see this clearly in a key 

quotation from the Epistle to the Colossians (3:5-11), in which the Apostles Paul and Timothy 

pointedly command the people of Colossae to shake off their sinful dispositions:  

 

Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature: sexual immorality, impurity, 

lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry. Because of these, the wrath of God is coming. You 

used to walk in these ways, in the life you once lived. But now you must also rid yourselves of all 

such things as these: anger, rage, malice, slander, and filthy language from your lips. Do not lie 

                                                      
77 See chapter 3. 
78 Cf. Psalm 71:8; Lucy E.G. Donkin, ‘“Usque ad ultimum terrae”: Mapping the Ends of the Earth in 
Two Medieval Floor Mosaics’, in Richard J.A. Talbert and Richard W. Unger (eds), Cartography in 
antiquity and the Middle ages: Fresh Perspectives, New Methods (Leiden 2008), 189-218, here at 199-
201. 
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to each other, since you have taken off your old self with its practices and have put on the new 

self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of its Creator. Here there is no Gentile or 

Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave or free, but Christ is all, and is in 

all.  

 

This passage might be interpreted as evidence of the universalizing concept of Christianity, wherein 

the ethnic differences between the members of the new covenant were irrelevant. However, early 

Christian texts often employed terms such as ethnos to express membership of Christendom, and the 

religious community remained organized along ethnic lines, as many ethnicities appropriated notions 

of being God’s chosen people. In addition, as Denise Buell has argued, Christian universalism in 

itself could contain an element of ethnicity, as it might be expressed in terms of rebirth. In the above 

passage, Christians are urged to ‘put on the new self’.79 Moreover, the sinful dispositions which the 

‘barbarian, Scythian or slave’ were to overcome retained importance as they continued to make 

forays on the desired rectitude of mankind. In the twelfth century, these were still being held under 

scrutiny by Raoul Ardent of Poitou, follower of the school of Gilbert of Poitiers, and master in 

theology in Paris. Raoul, who was ardently preaching on Christian virtues (199 homilies have come 

down to us), urged his brethren on the Feast of the Holy Trinity to each try, on his own, ‘to rise 

above the vice of his own people. If you are a Jew, take pains to rise above your innate disbelief. If 

you are from France, take pains to overcome your innate arrogance. If you are from Rome, take 

pains to overcome your innate avarice. If you are from Poitou, take pains to overcome your innate 

gluttony and garrulity, and the likewise applies to the others.’80 Especially the Jewish character was 

represented as stiff-necked, causing and resulting in their refusal to accept the Christian message.  

Rather than a centrifugal evangelization from the Levant, however, Christendom was seen, by 

some intellectuals, to slowly progress from East to West, eventually reaching the farthest islands in 

the Atlantic Ocean. The westward progression was also present in the territorial-temporal concept of 

the succession of the four empires, based upon the eschatological prophecies of Daniel.81 In Orosius’ 

Seven Books, the chief kingdoms had thus succeeded one another from Babylonia in the East, 

Carthage in the South, Macedonia in the North to Rome in the West. When one city fell, another 

arose. As Bartholomaeus put it in his entry on Chaldea, kingdoms succeeded one another from East 

to West: ‘And when Harbates began to destroy Babylon, so Rome began to be founded; so in one 

moment of time, one city fell and the other arose, and when the first kingdom of the East fell, the 

                                                      
79 Denise Kimber Buell, ‘Early Christian Universalism and Modern Racism’, in Eliav-Feldon, Isaac and 
Ziegler (eds), Origins of Racism, 109-131. See further chapter 3. 
80 Raoul Ardent, Homilia II, 2 ‘In die Trinitatis’, PL 155 1949C-D: ‘Conemur unusquisque vitium populi 
sui superare. Si Judaeus es, stude Judaeis innatam incredulitatem superare. Si Gallus es, stude Gallis 
innatam superbiam superare. Si Romanus es, stude Romanis innatam avaritiam superare. Si Pictavinus es, 
stude Pictavinis innatam ingluviem et garrulitatem superare, et similiter de caeteris.’ Cf. Meyvaert, 
‘Voicing National Antipathy’, 748. 
81 Cf. Daniel 2:31 and 7:2-28. 
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kingdom of the West began to arise and to thrive.’82 According to the translatio imperii concept, 

first applied to Carolingian empire, and later repeated by Otto of Freising about the Holy German 

Empire, the transfer of power would lay the foundation for the imperium christianum. The expiration 

of the fourth empire, Rome, harkened the end of time.83  

The transient nature of power was also evinced in the concept of the transfer of knowledge. In the 

twelfth century, Otto of Freising wrote in the prologue to his Chronicle or History of the Two Cities:  

 

Who can wonder that human power is changeable, when mortal wisdom also is unstable? What 

great learning there was in Egypt (…) and among the Chaldeans, from whom Abraham derived 

his knowledge! (…) But what now is Babylon, once famous for its science and its power? (…) A 

shrine of sirens, a home of lizards and ostriches, a den of serpents! And Egypt is now in large 

part a trackless waste, whence science was transferred to the Greeks, then to the Romans, and 

finally to the Gauls and Spaniards. And let it be observed that because all human learning began 

in the Orient and will end in the Occident, the mutability and disappearance of all things is 

demonstrated.84  

 

Among writers from northern France, the translatio studii, the movement of knowledge, was 

extolled as moving from Athens via Rome to Paris.85 Bartholomaeus thus claims that Paris was now 

the mother of wisdom for all parts of Europe: ‘For as the city of Athens was once the mother of 

liberal arts and letters, the nourisher of philosophy, and the fount of all knowledge decorated Greece, 

so in our days Paris is elevated in knowledge and manners, not only above France, but even above 

                                                      
82 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 33, ‘De Chaldea’: ‘Illo anno quo Babylonia ab 
Arbato incepit destrui, incepit Roma fundati. Unde sub una convenientia temporum illa cecidit, ista 
surrexit, et quando preasenio defecit regnum primum Orientis, incepit pubescere regnum Occidentis.’ 
Quoting Orosius, Historiae adversum Paganos II 3 2-4 and 6 4-6. Orosius draws more parallels between 
the histories of Rome and Babylonia. The great difference between the two cities was that Babylonia had 
fallen as a result of its vices, whereas Rome still stood strong because of its Christian religion and God’s 
protection. 
83 Merrills, History and Geography, 51-53. 
84 Otto of Freising, Chronica sive Historia de duabus civitatibus, Prologue, ed. Lammers, 12-13, transl. 
Wright, Geographical Lore, 234-235: Sed quid mirum, si convertibilis est humana potentia, cum labilis 
sit etiam mortalium sapientia? In Egipto enim tantam fuisse sapientiam legimus (…) Abraham, 
Chaldeorum, disciplinis institutus, scientia preditus, (…)’. Et tamen illa magna Babylon, non solum 
sapientia preclara, sed et gloriosa in regnis (…) syrenarum facta est delubrum, domus draconum et 
strutionum, latibulum serpentium. Egiptus quoque magna ex parte inhabitabilis narrator et invia. Hinc 
translatam esse scientiam ad Grecos, deinde ad Romanos, postremo ad Gallos et Hyspanos diligens 
inquisitor rerum inveniet. Et notandum, quod omnis humana potentia seu scientia ab oriente cepit et in 
occidente terminator, ut per hoc rerum volubilitas ac defectus ostendatur. Moyses Cf. Phillips, ‘Outer 
world’, 44-45.  
85 According to Schneidmüller, Nomen patriae, 203, the concept of the translation of learning to Paris 
was only alive among those originating from northern France. However, he has overlooked 
Bartholomaeus’ and Alexander Neckam’s texts. Moreover, although he is correct in emphasizing the 
international character of the university, the emphasis here is on the beneficial influence of Paris’ climate 
on its inhabitants: students from all over Europe could, according to climate theory, reap the benefits of a 
mild air. See further chapter 2. 

http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=13/TTL=13/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=Chronica
http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=13/TTL=13/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=sive
http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=13/TTL=13/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=Historia
http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=13/TTL=13/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=duabus
http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=13/TTL=13/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=civitatibus
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the rest of Europe.’86 This superior position in letters and manners was not restricted to those born in 

the vicinity of Paris; in accordance with climate theory, all those who breathed Paris’ soft air would 

reap its benefits.87 The Englishman Alexander Neckam thus likened the city to a ‘paradise of 

delights’.88 The scholarly supremacy was that of the clerics studying the liberal arts, theology and 

philosophy there. The inhabitants of Greece, on the other hand, although once the master of many 

kingdoms, armies and the mother of philosophy, enjoyed the gift of knowledge and science in times 

gone by, antiquitus.89  

A related strain of thought, adhered to by some twelfth-century theologians, claimed that once all 

of Christendom had spread to the farthest reaches of the West, the end of time and the extinction of 

the human race would come about. At the heart of this concept was the biblical notion that once 

Christendom had spread to the four corners of the world, the day of final reckoning would dawn. 

This was inspired by Christ’s words on his ascension to heaven, when he purportedly said to his 

disciples that although only God knew when the end of time would come, they ‘shall be witnesses to 

me in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth’.90 

 

Christendom, power, and learning thus travelled in westward direction both in time and space. We 

will now examine in more detail how Bartholomaeus positioned the population of Western Europe 

on the east-west axis, as the new hub of knowledge and manners, and as the heart of Christendom. 

By the time Bartholomaeus was compiling his encyclopaedia, Christendom had – although 

according to the Fourth Lateran Council only lightly – set foot in large parts of Western Europe. If 

all humanity potentially was a vessel ready to been filled with the Christian message, by the 

thirteenth century many parts had – through force or voluntarily – accepted its teachings. From the 

eleventh century, under Pope Gregory VII (1073-1085), the boundaries of Christendom, fines 

Christianitatis, had become sharper and clearer, increasingly territorialized within the confines of 

Europe. 91 How, then, did Bartholomaeus contrast the West with the East? Did he indeed represent 

                                                      
86 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 57, ‘De Francia’: ‘Nam sicut quondam 
Athenarum civitas mater liberalium atrium et literarum, philosophorum nutrix, et fons omnium 
scientiarum Graecium decoravit, sic Parisiae nostris temporibus non solum Franciam, imo totius Europae 
partem residuam in scientia et in moribus sublimarunt.’ 
87 For an explanation of the relationship between climate and intelligence, see chapter 2. 
88 Alexander Neckam, De laudibus divinae sapientiae V vs. 563, ed. Thomas Wright, vol. 2, 453: 
‘Parisius quidam, paradisus deliciarum’. See also for example Gauthier de Metz, L’image du monde VI, 
written circa 1245, in Gauthier de Metz, L’image du monde de Maitre Goussouin, ed. O.H. Prior 
(Lausanne 1913), 77. 
89 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 68. 
90 Cf. Acts 1:8. 
91 Hay, Europe: The Emergence of an Idea, 22-29. According to Hay, this process of the territorilization 
and sharpening of boundaries began roughly in the eighth century, in defence against Muslim forces. 
Earlier, terms such as Christiana respublica were certainly used by for example Augustine and Gregory 
the Great, meaning all the faithful, over the whole world, or implying the inhabitants of the Roman 
Empire. Although, according to Hay, 52, by the eleventh century the papacy was claiming universal 
hegemony over Christians, in reality the papacy’s reach was tested in regions beyond Western Europe 
prior to the ‘successes’ of the early Crusades.  



67 

 

West European peoples as receptors of the Christian message? How did he review the peoples of 

Western Europe and their character in his gazetteer? And how did this relate to the character of those 

dwelling on the outskirts of Europe, forming the outer skin of Christianity? As Bartholomaeus would 

have been well aware – he was after all a Franciscan friar working in regions of missionary activity – 

on the fringes of Christendom lived those peoples who had not yet succumbed to the religious 

mission, or – worse still – rejected it. As we shall see, Bartholomaeus’ rhetoric of geography 

represents Western Europe as a blessed plot of land, of copious benevolence, destined to embrace 

Christendom.  

 

The core of Christendom and civilization  

Despite the fact that Bartholomaeus departs from the traditional schematization of geography whose 

structure was related to the course of the sun (rising in the Orient, setting in the Occident) and orders 

his entries alphabetically, still the east-west binary was influential in his work. For Bartholomaeus, 

the East was the location of Paradise, ‘a place with everlasting fair weather and temperate’, the 

cradle of humanity, and direction of prayer.92 There are several further clues to the fact the Orient 

indeed served as a reference point for Bartholomaeus. First, Asia is the opening entry in his world’s 

description – here he departs from his alphabetical order.93 More convincingly, however, is the 

testimony to Bartholomaeus’ ethnocentric pride in North-West Europe, as expressed in his remarks 

contrasting Europe with both Asia and, in the South, Africa. In keeping with tradition, Ethiopia, pars 

pro toto for Africa, is full of beings with horrible, monstrous faces, wild beasts and serpents and is 

named after the skin colour of its inhabitants (roasted and toasted in Trevisa’s Middle English 

translation); its heat is scorching.94 Beyond the extreme reaches of Ethiopia where the sun sets, lies a 

region unknown and inaccessible. The Antipodes – where Christendom had not set foot – were 

beyond the confines of humanity.95 In Asia, on the other hand, live ‘several or different nations of 

peoples marvellous in life and manners and wondrous in figure and bodily shape, as well as mental 

disposition, amazingly different’.96 However, Europe’s superiority to Asia and Africa is 

                                                      
92 Merrills, History and Geography, 237; see also John B. Friedman, ‘Cultural Conflicts in Medieval 
World Maps’, in Stuart B. Schwartz (ed.), Implicit Understandings: Observing, reporting, and reflecting 
on the encounters between Europeans and other peoples in the early modern era (Cambridge 1994), 64-
97, here at 75. This was based upon the Vetus Latina translation of Genesis, which stated that earthly 
paradise was located in the East and not, as in Jerome’s Vulgate, ‘from the beginning’. Scafi, Mapping 
Paradise, 47. 
93 Although it is not unthinkable that Bartholomaeus started his geographical description in accordance 
with geographical tradition, first treating all the regions of Asia, then Europe and Africa, and then simply 
changed his mind. 
94 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 52. Cf. Isidore, Etymologiae IX 2, 105 and XIV 
5, 14-17. In keeping with tradition, Bartholomaeus locates the monstrous races in Ethiopia and India. Cf. 
Friedman, Monstrous races. 
95 Isidore, Etymologiae IX 2, 133, who, following Augustine, refuses to give credence to the existence of 
the Antipodes.  
96 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 2: ‘diversas gentium nationes, in vita et in 
moribus mirabiles, figuris corporum, sicut et affectibus mentium, mirabiliter differentes’. Much work has 
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unequivocal, as Bartholomaeus uses the comparative: ‘This part of the world, although smaller than 

Asia, is its equal in number of noble men, for as Pliny said, it produces larger bodied peoples, 

stronger in might, braver, more handsome and shapely than the regions of Asia or Africa.’97 

Bartholomaeus explains this difference in terms of traditional climate theory and its influence on the 

bodily humours. The Europeans’ skin is whiter and they are bolder, whereas the Africans are 

cowardly, black-skinned men with crispy hair.  

How did Bartholomaeus describe the regions in Europe’s ‘heartland’? Striking is first the 

emphasis which Bartholomaeus lays on the regions of Western Europe as copious, urbanized 

territories full of economic activity. Bartholomaeus paints extensive encomiums of these lands, 

reminiscent of Pliny’s representation of Italian Campania in antiquity, and in keeping with the 

rhetorical genre of the topical description of the locus amoenus.98 Indeed, Bartholomaeus praises 

Italy as a region of abundance. Yet now the Christian regions in the North-West are on equal par. 

England is fertile, full of precious stones, deer, and thankfully there are few or no wolves, which is 

beneficial to husbandry and the wool trade; its inhabitants are urbane, merry, and generous. Saxony 

is ‘full of fruit and moist with water and many rivers’, a repository of mineral sources. Above all, 

Paris is a sweet centre of delights, where the air is soothing, and is equipped for a large urban 

population. Bartholomaeus image of a paradisiacal Paris is a commonplace, also present in 

vernacular literature, which is directly related to the heart of Christendom. The image of ‘sweet 

France’, mentioned ubiquitously in the Chanson de Roland, conjures up a picture of a land 

abounding in all kinds of delights, specially endowed by God’s hand. ‘When God created a hundred 

kingdoms, the best was sweet France’, is a saying, directly linking up the sweetness of the territory 

with Christendom.99  

                                                                                                                                                            
been done on the image of the marvellous other: the Plinian races of dog-heads or Blemmyae on the 
edges of civilization, and their position as possible receptors of the divine message, as portents, or cursed 
beings. The ‘hapless savage’, categorized by Paul Freedman as ‘naked, ignorant, subsisting on raw food’, 
was the epitome of Otherness in the medieval imagination. On the Antipodes, see John Block Friedman, 
The Monstrous Races in Medieval Art and Thought (reprint New York 2000), especially chapter 1; Mary 
B. Campbell, The Witness and the Other World: Exotic European Travel Writing, 400-1600 (Ithaca and 
London 1988), esp. chapter 2, ‘The Fabulous East: “Wonder Books” and Grotesque Facts’, 47-86; Paul 
Freedman, ‘The Medieval Other: the Middle Ages as Other’, in Timothy S. Jones and David A. Sprunger 
(eds), Marvels, Monsters and Miracles: Studies in the Medieval and Early Modern Imaginations 
(Kalamazoo 2002), 1-26, here at 3.  
97 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 50, ‘De Europa’: ‘Haec mundi particula, etsi sic 
minor quam Asia, ei tamen par est in populorum numerosa generositate, populos enim, ut dicit Plinius, 
alit corpore maiores, viribus fortiores, animo audaciores, forma et specie pulcriores quam faciunt Asiae 
vel Affricae regiones.’ All translations are mine unless stated otherwise. Hay, Europe: The Emergence of 
an Idea, 37-38, asserted that Europe was, at this time, an empty concept, as it did not appear in polemical 
discussions. However, it seems a misconception to strip the concept of Europe of any political or cultural 
relevance in geographical texts or images.  
98 Pliny the Elder, Historia naturalis XXXVII 77. Cf. Dagmar Thoss, Studien zum locus amoenus im 
Mittelalter (Vienna and Stuttgart 1972). 
99 For example in La Chanson de Roland vs. 2379, ed. Segre, vol. 1, 212; cf. ‘Quand Dieu fonda cent 
royaumes, le meilleur fut douce France’, quoted by De Planhol and Claval, Historical Geography, 101.  
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Besides copious benevolence, these regions are inhabited by peoples attaining various degrees of 

courtliness in a civilizing process. The Normans, says our encyclopaedist, are strong, great warriors 

(originating from Norway), yet they are elegantly dressed (urbana in habitu), sober in wealth, 

devout in speech, peaceful in company.100 The men in Picardy are ‘of elegant stature, handsome with 

pretty faces, audacious of spirit, with nimble and docile minds, bright intellect, devout affection, 

with a greater vocabulary than other French nations’.101 The men of Tours, the important episcopal 

seat housing the relics of St Martin, are strong, elegantly built, bold-hearted, beneficent and efficient 

in deeds, sober of speech. The air is wholesome, corn and fruit, wine and pasture, and many woods 

abound.102 The Poitevins, descending from the Picts, Angles and Scots according to Bartholomaeus, 

are ‘mixed with the French provinces in tongue and manners’. They have got the best of both 

worlds: strong and well-built as a result of their Pictish roots, sharp-witted and fierce as the French, 

they are handsome, bold-hearted and smart. The region is full of wine, corn and fruit, fields and 

strong towns.103 Finally, in the south, ‘no province is worthy to be placed before Narbonne in the 

polish of men, in worthiness of manners, in plenitude of riches, in short, it should be better to call it 

Italy than a province’.104  

From the above, we can see that Bartholomaeus’ representations of the French territories are, on 

the whole, full of praise. This laudatory imagery of the south slightly deviates from contemporary 

representations. Gervase of Tilbury expands on the image of the people of Narbonne by mentioning 

that they wear such tight clothes in the Spanish and Gascon style that it would seem their bodies 

have been sewn into their clothes.105 This remark is typical of late eleventh- and twelfth-century 

clerical concerns about long-flowing hair and tight-fitting garments worn by the youth as immoral, 

decadent fashions from the (originally Moorish) south pervading northern Europe.106 The fact that 

Bartholomaeus is silent on such matters, probably has to do with the purpose and audience of his 

encyclopaedia. His object is to present the heart of Europe as the home of Christendom, as a 

civilized, benevolent territory. His praise for the French territories was, in this sense, in keeping with 

the already established, traditional, image of the whole of France as a blessed, devout, region which 

                                                      
100 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 106, ‘De Nortmannia’. 
101 Idem, XV 122, ‘De Picardia’: ‘elegantis staturae, faciei decentis ac venustae, audacis animi, levis et 
docilis ingenii, intellectus clari, affectus pii, idiomatis grossi magis aliarum Galliae nationum’. It is not 
entirely clear what he means by the last remark.   
102 Idem, XV 167, ‘De Thuronia’. 
103 Idem, XV 122, ‘De Pictavia’: ‘lingua et moribus Galliarum provinciis est permixta’. 
104 Idem XV 108, ‘De Narbonensi provincia’: ‘nulla est ei provinciarum praeferenda in cultu virorum, in 
dignatione morum, in plenitudine opum, breviter Italia potius quam provincia est dicenda’.  
105 Gervase of Tilbury, Otia imperialia II 10, ed. Banks and Binns, 298-299. 
106 See Robert Bartlett, ‘Symbolic Meanings of Hair in the Middle ages’, Transactions of the Royal 
Historical Society 4 (1994), 43-60; Pauline Stafford, ‘The Meanings of Hair in the Anglo-Norman World: 
Masculinity, Reform, and National Identity’, in Mathilde van Dijk and Renée Nip (eds), Saints, Scholars, 
and Politicians: Gender as a Tool in Medieval Studies (Turnhout 2005), 153-171; Constant J. Mews, The 
Lost Love Letters of Abelard and Heloise: Perceptions of Dialogue in Twelfth-Century France (New 
York 2001), 76-79; H. Platelle, ‘Le Problème du Scandale: Les Nouvelles Modes Masculine aux XIe et 
XIIe Siècles’, in Revue Belge du Philologie et d’Histoire 53 (1975), 1071-1096.  
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had entered into a special relationship with God as a chosen people. This image had already been 

planted in the early Middle Ages. Under Pippin, the revised prologue of the Lex Salica spoke clearly 

of the special Christian bond with the Franks, who were courageous and strong. Alcuin went on to 

call them a gens beata. Especially in the liturgy references were made to the Franks as new 

Israelites.107 Bartholomaeus has extended this benevolent representation to the whole territory of 

Francia or Gallia, as had earlier (before 1029) a Benedictine monk, Theodorik of Amorbach, living 

in Lower Franconia: ‘And indeed, Gaul, above all other lands, enjoys the gift of the most fertile 

abundance; in addition the most passionate keenness in the liberal arts and, as I said above, the most 

careful integrity in the monastic religion (…). Besides Italy, where the Roman summit is continued, 

one will not find in the habitable area of the whole world a land filled with so many thousands of 

saints. Wherefore Gaul seems to be the Lord’s treasure-house.’108 Indeed it seemed to be the key to 

heaven, containing so many relics, including those of Christ. Thus, according to the eleventh-century 

Inventio corporis s. Judoci (The discovery of the body of Judocus) the Frankish kingdom was seen 

to precede all kingdoms, both old and contemporary, both in the tallness of its people, its celebrated 

name, virtue and wealth, and rich supply of relics.  

By this time, (northern) France had thus firmly established its reputation as a Christian territory, 

inhabited by an elect people, chosen by God.109 In Bartholomaeus’ view, this devout Christian 

civilization was rubbing off on the other regional inhabitants of the French territories. The peoples of 

Normandy and Poitou, although originally originating from northerly regions, were embracing the 

courtly ideals of the French. As Cassandra Potts has argued, the Normans, in this period, had thus 

successfully shaken off their older image of cruel northern barbarity, under the influence of the 

‘civilizing process’, though retaining their traditional fear inspiring character.110 Whether or not this 

applied to the people populating the German territories, is however another matter. 

For most of his life, Bartholomaeus was active as a teacher and later as minister provincial in 

Saxony. On the whole, his accounts of the inhabitants of German territories put these peoples in a 

reasonably favourable light. However, there is some evidence of their more troubling ethnic 

reputation as being courageous, yet violent and bellicose. Thus, the people of Alemannia are noble, 

huge, and strong, but also ‘fierce, indomitable, occupying themselves with raiding, looting and 

                                                      
107 Garrison, ‘The Franks as the New Israel?’, 125-136, 152. 
108 Theodorik of Amorbach’s text is printed in Martin Bouquet (ed.), in Receuil des historiens des 
Gaules et de la France 9 (1757), 143: ‘Est quippe Gallia prae omnibus terris sumptuum copia 
fertilissima; insuper et artium liberalium subtilitate avidissima et, ut totum dicam, Monasticae religionis 
integritate cautissima (…). Excepta Italia, quae Romano cacumini est continua, non invenitur in totius 
orbis habitabili area, tot Sanctorum millium capax terra. Quapropter gazophylacium Domini videtur esse 
Gallia.’ De inventione corporis s. Judoci in M. Léopold Deslisle, Receuil des historiens des Gaules et de 
la France 10 (1874), 366; this and the following source are quoted by Schneidmüller, Nomen patriae, 49.  
109 De Planhol and Claval, Historical Geography, 100. In the thirteenth century, the monarchy presented 
itself as bestowed with special powers, the king’s blood enjoying miraculous healing powers.  
110 Cassandra Potts, ‘Atque unum ex diversis gentibus populum effecit: Historical Tradition and the 
Norman Identity’, in Anglo-Norman Studies: Proceedings of the Battle Conference 1995 18 (1996), 139-
152. See further chapter 7. 
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hunting’.111 On Saxony, where Bartholomaeus probably wrote his book, he adds: ‘And especially the 

Saxons, who surpass the others in the aforementioned things. Isidore says of them that the Saxon 

people live on the ends and coasts of the ocean, and are accomplished in strength and agility’;112 

they are ‘always extremely bellicose’. They are ‘great warriors’, occupied with copper digging; the 

region is full of salt wells, metals and marble stone.113 

However, the German peoples were not only by nature strong, large, bellicose warriors. 

Bartholomaeus takes pains to emphasize that they – the Saxons, Westphalians, people of Holland, 

Brabant – are elegant, agreeable and handsome.114 In ‘De Alemannia’, he thus says of the German 

peoples that they have ‘fair and shapely faces, long, blond hair, free spirits; they are merry and 

agreeable’.115 Of Westphalia he writes: ‘In some books, this province is called old Saxony, which 

kept itself free from every kind of fornication and severely punished defilement, and held honest 

wedlock in the highest esteem, although it is held to be enveloped in pagan superstition until 700 

AD, as Boniface writes in a letter to the king of England. (…) The people are generally of elegant 

and tall stature, shapely, strong-bodied and brave-hearted. They have an abundant and wonderfully 

bold chivalrous spirit, always prepared and ready to arms.’116 The people of Suevia are ‘a populous 

people, very strong, brave and bellicose, tall, and blond-haired, with handsome and fair faces’.117 

The Saxons are ‘elegantly built, with tall frames, strong bodies, and brave minds’.118  

                                                      
111 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 13, ‘De Alemannia’: ‘Generosos enim et 
immanes gignit populos, de quibus dicitur in libro IX Isidore. Germaniae nationes sunt multae immania 
corpora habentes, viribus fortes, audaces animo et feroces, indomiti, raptu, captibus et venationibus 
occupati.’  
112 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 13, ‘De Alemannia’: ‘et potissime Saxones qui 
in praedictis sunt praecellentes, de quibus dicit Isidore. Saxonum gens in oceani finibus et litoribus 
constituta virtute et agilitate abilis.’ 
113 Idem: ‘gens enim semper fuit bellicosissima, elegantis formae, procerae staturae, robusta corpore, 
audax mente’. 
114 See further chapter 2 for these characteristics in relation to the north wind. 
115 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 13, ‘De Alemannia’: ‘facie decori et formosi, 
comati et coma flavi, liberales animo, hilares et iucundi’. 
116 Idem, XV 170, ‘De Westphalia’: ‘Haec in quibusdem libris dicitur antiqua Saxonia, ab omni specie 
fornicationis se mundam praeservans et stupra districtissme puniens, ac honesta connubia summe colens, 
licet pagana superstitione usque ad septingentesimum annum Domini teneretur implicita, ut scribit 
Bonifacius in epistola ad regem Anglie. (…) Populus communiter elegantis staturae est et procerae, 
venustae formae et fortis corpore, et audax mente, militiam habet copiosam ac mirabiliter animosam, 
promptam ad arma continue et paratam.’ A letter was sent by Boniface to Ethelbald in the year 745, in 
which Boniface writes of Saxon marriage customs, possibly holding up a mirror to Ethelbald: ‘Sed inter 
haec una malae aestimationis fama de vita pietatis vestrae ad auditum nostrum pervenit, qua audita, 
contristati sumus. Et illam optamus non fuisse veram. Multis enim narrantibus, conpertum est nobis: quod 
numquam legitimam in matrimonium uxorem duxisses. Quod a domino Deo ab ipso mundi primordio 
constitutum est, ut per apostolum Dei Paulum praeceptum et iteratum, illo docente: Propter fornicationem 
autem unusquisque suam uxorem habeat, et unaquaeque virum suum.’ See ‘Bonifatius una cum aliis 
episcopis Aethilbaldum regem Mercionum ad virtutem recovat’, letter 59, ed. Philippus Jaffé, Monumenta 
Moguntina (Berlin 1866), 168-177. 
117 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 158, ‘De Suevia’: ‘Gens populosa, nimis 
fortis, audax et bellicosa, procero corpore, et flava crine, venusta facie et decora.’ Cf. Isidore, 
Etymologiae IX 2, 98: ‘Suevi pars Germanorum fuerunt in fine septentrionis de quibus Lucanus: “Fundit 
ab extreme flavos aquilone Suevos”. Quorum fuisse centum pagos et populos multi prodiderunt.’ Cf. 
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Nonetheless, the general overtone is that German peoples are sometimes given to thievery and 

plunder, which Bartholomaeus relates to the degree in which people have adopted the Christian faith. 

There seems to be a progression in civilized behaviour, where there is less thievery and plunder 

among those converted to Christianity. This belief is similar to Henry of Livonia’s remarks about the 

Livs, one of the first Baltic peoples to be forced to convert by the military order of the Sword-

Brothers (armed monks) in the early 1200s. In Henry of Livonia’s optimistic report, these were 

‘formerly most perfidious, and everyone stole what his neighbour had, but now theft, violence, 

rapine and similar things were forbidden as a result of their baptism’.119 The same applied, according 

to Bartholomaeus, to the Danes, who were once fierce and great warriors, but were now elegantly 

built, fair haired, handsome men, fierce towards their enemies, but naturally devout and kind to all 

innocent men.120 The same is said of some German ethnic groups. The people of Meissen, ‘although 

of great strength and beauty, and of elegant stature, yet is a friendly and peaceful people, in all 

aspects displaying less ferocity than the [other] Germans by nature.’121 The men of Holland, whose 

chief city is Utrecht – the seat of the episcopacy – belong to Germany ‘as regards situation, manners 

and lordship, and also language. Its people are elegantly built and of great strength; they have brave 

hearts and attractive faces, an honest character, are devoted to God, trustworthy and peaceable 

toward men, and less intent upon spoils and robbery than other German nations.’122 To the south of 

the county of Holland, the men of Zeeland are ‘of great stature, strong-bodied and brave-hearted, 

devoted to Gods service, peaceful and calm amongst themselves, generous to many, grievous to 

none, unless they are forced to withstand the insolence of enemies’.123 The air is beneficial, there are 

castles and towns, rivers, corn and fruit, wines, and pastures. The Brabanders are also men of seemly 
                                                                                                                                                            
Orosius, Historiae adversum paganos VI, 9, 1: ‘Suebos maximam et ferocissimam gentem quorum esse 
centem pagos et populos multi prodidere.’ 
118 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 139, ‘De Saxonia’: ‘elegantis formae, procerae 
staturae, robusta corpore, audax mente’.  
119 Henry of Livonia, Chronicon Livoniae X 15, ed. Bauer, 66, transl. Brundage, 67: quondam erat 
perfidissima et unusquisque proximo suo quod habebat auferebat, et ideo in baptismo huiusmodi prohibita 
sunt violencia, rapina, furta et his similia’. Cf. Eric Christiansen, The Northern Crusades (London 1997), 
93-96. This is more or less repeated by Bartholomaeus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 171, ‘De Vironia’: 
‘gens quondam barbara, saeva, incomposita atque inculta, nunc vero Danorum regibus pariter et legibus 
est subiecta. Terra vero tota est a Germanis et Danis pariter habitata, quare supra in litera R de Rivalia.’ 
Baltic Livonia was in the clasp of heathen (burial) practices and in the clutches of demons, but had now 
been converted by the Germans and Danes. 
120 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 47, ‘De Dacia’. Helmold of Bosau seems to 
say the complete opposite: they know only internal strife, and are in fear of becoming too effeminate. Cf. 
Helmold of Bosau, Chronica Slavorum, L, ed. Schmeidler, 192. 
121 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 102, ‘De Misnia’: ‘Et cum sit populus magnae 
fortitudinis et pulchritudinis, et elegantis proceritatis, est tamen gens benigna et pacifica, ex natura minus 
Germanicis habens in omnibus feritatis.’  
122 Idem, XV 110, ‘De Hollandia’:  ‘Nam ad Germaniam pertinet, quoad situm, quoad mores, et quoad 
dominium, et etiam quoad linguam, cuius gens elegans est corpore, robusta viribus, audax animo, venusta 
facie, honesta in moribus, devota Deo, fida hominibus et pacifica, minus praedis intendens et raptibus, 
quam aliae Germanicae nationes.’  
123 Idem, XV 143, ‘De Selandia’: ‘Gens magnae staturae, fortis corpore et audax mente, circa cultum Dei 
devote, inter se pacifica et quieta, multis benefica, nullis molesta, nisi quando hostium insolentiae 
resistere est coacta.’ 
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stature, well-built, and bold and hardy warriors in the face of the enemy, but peaceable and quiet 

among themselves, ‘friendly, devout and kind’.124 This is at odds with their more notorious 

reputation of being brigands, rapists and pillagers common in many twelfth-century sources, 

originating from the involvement of some Brabanders (but also Flemish and others) in mercenary 

troops in England and south France.125 The Flemish are handsome and strong, ‘mild of will and fair 

of speech’, honestly dressed, peaceful regarding their neighbours, and rich from the wool trade 

(although the stench in the region from the burning peat is great).126   

The peoples in France, England (who are represented as urbane and merry) and, to a lesser 

degree, Germany had thus according to Bartholomaeus developed degrees of civilization. There was 

less fighting, a relatively peaceful society, and the men were handsome and kind. For the most part, 

Bartholomaeus, sketching these regions, picked positive images from the storehouse of stereotypes, 

where nastier were certainly readily available, especially in the literature produced at the courts. This 

must be viewed in light of the extent in which, in his opinion, Christianity had set foot in Western 

Europe. Writing about the fringes of Christian civilization, however, Bartholomaeus falls into step 

with the prevailing negative images. As Seymour Phillips remarked, Anglo-Normans and Germans 

could thus view themselves as ‘natural repositories of civilization’, and the countries which they 

attempted to subjugate or colonize (Ireland, Wales, the Baltic regions) as the backwaters of 

civilization.127 These negative depictions were however countered by images of the fringes as 

copious regions of abundance. 

 

The fringes of civilized Christendom  

Many derogatory remarks were uttered by religious men such as Radulfus Glaber, Otto of Freising, 

Gerald of Wales, Helmold of Bosau or Bartholomaeus Anglicus about the backwardness of Brittany, 

the Slavic East, Ireland, and the Scandinavian North – the absence of towns and castles, trade and 

manufacture, good husbandry, law and order –, populated by inhabitants who were lazy, dirty, and 

uncivilized (barely discernible from animals). These images were partly prompted by ‘greedy eyes’, 

as Robert Bartlett put it.128 There were vast tracts of relatively empty but potentially fertile land in 

the north and north-east which might be settled – the call for crusading missions soon met this 

‘need’.129 Besides colonizing motives such as land expansion, which many scholars have studied, 

here we will focus on the geography of the fringes in relation to one specific goal of the colonizing 
                                                      
124 Idem, XV 5, ‘De Brabantia’: ‘Gens elegantis staturae et venustae formae, bellicosa, animosa contra 
hostes, inter se autem placita et quieta, gens benefica, devota et benigna.’ 
125 Herbert Grundmann, ‘Rotten und Brabanzonen: Soldner-Heere im 12. Jahrhundert’, in Deutsches 
Archiv 5 (1942), 419-492. 
126 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 58, ‘De Flandria’: ‘affectu pia, affatu blanda’.  
127 Phillips, ‘Outer world’, 43 and 50; A. Simms, ‘Core and periphery in medieval Europe: the Irish 
experience in a wider context’, in W.J. Smyth and K. Whelan (eds), Common Ground: Essays on the 
Historical Geography of Ireland presented to T. Jones Hughes (Cork 1988), 22. 
128 Bartlett, Gerald of Wales, 131-132. For the negative image of the Welsh, see Coulton, ‘Nationalism 
in the Middle Ages’, 32-33.  
129 Tamm, ‘Eastern Baltic Region’, 21. 
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movement: proselytization. For although these peoples were presented as residing on a lower rung of 

civilization, still they were viewed as destined to enter the Christian community of the faithful. 

Accordingly, the culture and morals of peoples in the heartland and periphery were positioned along 

the yardstick of degrees of moral behaviour and religious piety. This was related directly to degrees 

of civilization which these people had achieved or lacked. In the geography of colonization, 

however, these degrees of culture were almost invariably set against a stage of extreme fertility and 

abundance. In this discourse, stretching the boundaries of the frontier was, in short, presented as 

entering new Promised Lands of milk and honey. In the new Canaan of the West, there lived, 

however, barbarians, pagans, semi-pagans, who were squandering the fruits of the region.   

A whole package of images was applied to those living on the fringes of Europe; in the north-

west (Ireland, Wales, sometimes Brittany) and stretching north-eastwards (the Baltic lands). John 

Gillingham, discussing the image of the medieval barbarian, has arranged the imagery of these 

peoples into three categories: at work, on the battlefield, and in bed.130 These three categories 

correspond to laziness – an unwillingness to reap the benefits of the land’s fertility –, rash, cruel, 

bellicose behaviour on the battlefield, and sexual promiscuity, as well as bloodthirsty cannibalism, 

polygamy and incest. Thus, for example, Adam of Bremen says of the people of Courland (in 

present-day Latvia) that they were ‘exceedingly bloodthirsty because of their stubborn devotion to 

idolatry’, although the land was replete with gold and horses.131 The Estonians, situated on the 

Barbarian Sea, sacrificed human beings to dragons and birds.132 The Sembi, or Sambians, drank 

blood and milk, and ate meat, living in swamps and not enduring a master, despite the fact that they 

were human beings.133 This reputation of bloodthirstiness was also applied to fierce men even 

further north-eastwards. In Ircania, in present-day northern Iran, the men were said to be cruel and 

bestial, living by man’s flesh and drinking blood. The Scyths, descendants of Gog and Magog, 

Tartars, were also accused of these atrocities.134  

                                                      
130 John Gillingham, ‘The Beginnings of English Imperialism’, in Journal of Historical Sociology 5/4 
(1992), 392-409. Also published in Gillingham, The English in the Twelfth Century. For further 
references to literature about the ‘Celtic fringe’ see chapter 8 note 53. 
131 Adam of Bremen, Gesta Hammaburgensis Ecclesiae Pontificum IV 16, ed. Bernhard Schmeidler, 
(Hannover 1917), 244: ‘crudelissima propter nimium ydolatriae cultum fugitur [ab omnibus]’. Translation 
in Francis J. Tschan and Timothy Reuter (Introduction), History of the Archbishops of Hamburg-Bremen: 
Adam of Bremen (New York 2002), 197. 
132 Idem, IV 17, ed. Schmeidler, 244. 
133 Idem, IV 18, ed. Schmeidler, 244-246. Tamm describes this as ‘mythological’ description; cf. Tamm, 
‘Eastern Baltic Region’, 14. 
134 The people of ‘Semi Gaul’, a region in Latvia, were also barbarous, ‘inculta’, ‘aspera’ and ‘severa’, 
despite the fact that they half descended from Gauls or Galatians. For Gog and Magog, see Andrew Runni 
Anderson, Alexander’s Gate, Gog and Magog, and the Inclosed Nations (Cambridge Mass. 1932); for 
Gog and Magog on medieval maps see Scott D. Westrem, ‘Against Gog and Magog’, in Tomasch and 
Gilles, Text and Territory, 54-75; Friedman, The Monstrous Races; for Gog and Magog in Middle 
English literature, see Victor I. Scherb, ‘Assimilating Giants: The Appropriation of Gog and Magog in 
Medieval and Early Modern England’, in Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies 32/1 (2002), 59-
84. 
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Some positive characteristics, such as hospitality, or the absence of desire for gold or money 

were put forward about the Swedes, Rani, Welsh, and Prussians, possibly as a mirror to Western 

society.135 In addition, many scholars have emphasized that the regions on the fringes were also 

represented as places of the marvellous.136 In Gerald of Wales’ Topography of Ireland, the marvels 

of nature produced wondrous beasts and half-humans: fish with three gold teeth, wolves who talk to 

priests, a man who was half ox. To a degree, these marvels mirrored the images of the East or South, 

where the monstrous dwelled. Likewise, accusations of sexual promiscuity were directed at both the 

Irish and the Saracen, although the imagery is not identical. Muslims, in the hot south, wallowing in 

decadence, were seen to live in a place of luxury.137 The northerners, however, might be accused of 

polygamy, wife swapping, and incest.138  

The images of wondrous, barbarous, primitive societies were from the twelfth century at the 

same time presented as settled in lands ‘rich in deer and fish, milk and herds’, woods and pasture; 

such is said, for example, of Wales and Scotland.139 Although Bartholomaeus is slightly milder in 

his judgment of the Irish than his source, Gerald of Wales, he too uses these common stereotypes of 

barbarity, combining the wondrous with an uncivilized society living off milk and meat: 

 

There are many other wonders in that land. On Ireland, Solinus says: ‘Ireland is an island that 

approximates Britain in size, and is uncivilized and barbarous through the customs of its people. 

There are no snakes and birds are scarce. Its people are inhospitable and bellicose; in victory they 

smear their faces with blood shed by those they have killed, good and evil are the same. (…) The 

Irish people dress strangely, are uncultured, food is sparse, they have savage spirits, wild and 

threatening faces, barbarous voices. In their own company, however, they are freehearted, affable 

and friendly, especially the people living in the wooded areas and swamps, and in mountainous 

                                                      
135 Bartlett, Gerald of Wales, 142. 
136 Marina Münkler, ‘Experiencing Strangeness: Monstrous Peoples on the Edge of the Earth as 
Depicted on Medieval Mappae Mundi’, in: The Medieval History Journal 5 (2002), 195-222; Friedman, 
Monstruous Races; Jacques Le Goff, ‘The Medieval West and the Indian Ocean’, in Le Goff, Time, Work 
and Culture, 189-200; Laura Lunger Knoppers and Joan B. Landes (eds), Monstrous Bodies/Political 
Monstrosities in Early Modern Europe (Ithaca 2004) for early modernity. In part, strange regions far 
away were seen as places where everything is permissible, something which Ribémont calls ‘a writing of 
desire’. Cf. Bernard Ribémont, Littérature et encyclopédies du Moyen Âge (Boulder 2002), 144. 
137 Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, ‘On Saracen Enjoyment: Some Fantasies of Race in Late Medieval France and 
England’, in: Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies 31/1 (2001), 113-146; John V. Tolan, 
Saracens: Islam in the Medieval Imagination (New York 2002), 61-62, discusses the image of 
Muhammad’s large sexual powers, contrary to Jesus’ abstinence. For a rhetorical interpretation of 
Gerald’s perversion of nature, see David Rollo, ‘Gerald of Wales’ Topographia Hibernica: Sex and the 
Irish Nation’, in The Romantic Review 86/2 (1995), 169-190. 
138 Such as the Swedes by Adam of Bremen, the Welsh by Gerald of Wales, the Bretons by William of 
Poitiers, and Irish according to many sources. See Bartlett, Gerald of Wales, 140 for references.  
139 Idem, 132.  
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areas; these men are content to eat meat, apples and fruits and to drink milk. This people occupy 

themselves more with games and hunting than with work.140  

 

Descriptions of men living off milk, meat and hunting, carry the connotation of a rudimentary 

societal organization; the inhabitants are restless, cattle herders roam the countryside, eating perhaps 

a little bread.141 Similar representations of pastoralism can be found in Adam of Bremen’s (died c. 

1080) accounts of Norway, Sweden and Iceland, and, earlier, in Radulfus Glaber’s (c. 985-c.1047) 

presentation of Brittany, implying that men live off hunting, plunder, and raids.142 The same was 

intimated of the Slavs and Magyars. Although, according to Robert Bartlett, references to Hungarian 

pastoralism were infrequent, as this was a grain-exporting region by the end of the Middle Ages, 

Bartholomaeus says the Hungarians came to Pannonia hunting, and the thirteenth-century Italian 

rhetorician Boncompagno da Signa etymologized the Hungarians as hungry men roaming through 

the woods.143 

This pastoral way of life came, these sources suggest, from the fact that the intricacies of 

urbanization went far beyond their socio-economic capacities; these peoples lacked manufactured 

goods or a stable agricultural society.144 They did not have proper houses, occupying empty tracts of 

land.145 Gerald of Wales, among others, emphasizes the pastoralism of the Irish, eating oats, meat 

and dairy products instead of bread, which would require preparation. Rejecting nature over culture, 

he famously related the ‘primitive habits of pastoral living’, from which the Irish had not progressed, 

to a deficient evolution from a rural to an urban society: ‘While men usually progress from the 

woods to the fields, and from the fields to towns and communities of citizens, this people despises 

                                                      
140 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 80: ‘Multa alia sunt mirabilia in terra illa. De 
Hybernia dicit Solinus. Hybernia est insula, quae proximat Britanniae in magnitudine, inhumana, 
incolarum ritu aspera, ibi anguis nullus, ibi avis rara. Gens inhospita et bellicosa, sanguine interemptorum 
hausto prius victores vultus suos obliniunt, fas atque nefas ab eodem loco ducunt. (…) Gens Hybernica 
est habitu singularis et inculta, victu parca, animo saeva, vultu ferox et torva, affatu aspera, erga suos 
tamen liberalis et affabilis ac benigna, et maxime illa gens quae nemorosa et paludes inhabitant ac 
montana, haec carnibus, pomis et fructibus pro esu, et lacte pro potu est contenta, gens dedita ludis et 
venationi potius quam labori.’ Cf. Solinus, De mirabilibus mundi, ed. Mommsen, 100. Cf. Isidore, 
Etymologiae. XIV 6, 5.  Lawrence of Durham’s Dialogi I 128, ed. Raine, 4, relates milk drinking to the 
peasantry in the passage where the ‘savage Scots’ are ridiculed for their boorish palates. Cf. transl. Rigg, 
‘Lawrence of Durham: Dialogues’, 48.  
141 Possibly also an allusion to 1 Corinthians 3:1-3: ‘Brothers and sisters, I could not address you as 
people who live by the Spirit but as people who are still worldly – mere infants in Christ. 2 I gave you 
milk, not solid food, for you were not yet ready for it. Indeed, you are still not ready. 3 You are still 
worldly. For since there is jealousy and quarreling among you, are you not worldly? Are you not acting 
like mere humans?’ For the fickle character of the Irish, see also Lydon, ‘Nation and Race’, 104.  
142 Bartlett, Gerald of Wales, 132-113; Cf. Adam of Bremen, Gesta Hammaburgensis Ecclesiae 
Pontificum IV 31-32, 36, ed. Schmeidler, 263-265, 271-274; Raldulfus Glaber, Historiae II 4, ed. and 
transl. France, 56-59; cf; Gunther of Pairis, Ligurinus VI 37-43.  
143 Ibidem. In the Annales Altahenses maiores anno 1042, ed. E. von Oefele, MGH SS rerum 
Germanicarum 4 (Hannover 1891), 29 the Slavs fight by hiding in the woods, lupina fraude; they fight 
like robbers. Cf. Cerwinka, ‘Völkercharakteristiken’, 69-70. See further chapter 6. 
144 Phillips, ‘Outer world’, 50. 
145 Bartlett, Gerald of Wales, 131. 
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agriculture, has little use for the money-making of towns, contemns the rights and privileges of 

citizenship, and desires neither to abandon, nor lose respect for, the life which it has been 

accustomed to lead in the woods and countryside.’146 This failure to civilize, echoing earlier Norman 

remarks about the Bretons, was a convenient excuse for colonizing such territories. Moreover, the 

Irish (and the Welsh and Danes) were said to suffer from political fragmentation and internal strife; 

blood vengeance, lawlessness and lack of reason reigned.147 Other accusations included 

unconventional fighting techniques (including remarks about the Frisians’ technique of using the 

javelin), riding bareback, not wearing breeches, and excessive drinking.148  

The Irish were a hard nut to crack. According to Rees Davies, the Irish themselves took great 

pride in their indifference to ‘refined’ English eating habits.149 On a few occasions, however, contact 

with the more ‘civilized’ Anglo-Normans purportedly led to progression, especially among the 

Scots. As Bartholomaeus writes, the Scots, originally from Ireland, were similar to the Irish in 

language, manners and nature, ‘light-hearted, fierce of spirit, cruel towards enemies, envious, 

superstitious, deeming nobody of virtue, probity or audacity but themselves’.150 It was also a society 

lacking bread; instead they again ate meat, fish, and drank milk. Although quite handsome and well-

built, their clothes were shabby.151 However, as a result of their mixings and dealings with the 

Anglo-Normans, some Scots were actually quite decent and honest, despite of the fact that they 

clung to the customs of their Irish and Scottish ancestors. No doubt, this had to do with the exploits 

of King David, himself half Norman, and educated by Henry I, who had brought civilization to 

Scotland by granting a tax exemption to those who dressed and behaved courteously.152  Through 

                                                      
146 Gerald of Wales, Topographia Hibernica III 10, ed. Dimock, vol. 5, 151, transl. O’Meara, 85-86: 
‘Cum emin a silvis ad agros, ab agris ad villas, civiumque convictus, humani generis ordo processerit, 
gens haec, agriculturae labores aspernans, et civiles gazas parum affectans, civiumque jura multum 
detrectans, in silvis et pascuis vitam quam hactenus assueverat non desuescere novit nec descire.’ The 
same is said of the Welsh in the mid-twelfth century Gesta Stephani VIII, ed. and transl. Potter, 15, which 
states that the English had been civilized by the Normans after England was conquered, imposing laws 
and statutes upon them, and making the land productive; Wales, abounding in deer, fish, milk and herds, 
breeds men of an ‘animal type’, swift-footed, bellicose, and unreliable. Of the Scots the author says (in 
XXVI, ed. Potter, 36-37) that they are barbarous and filthy, swift-footed, cruel, and fearless of death. He 
also mentions the excess of cold, and hunger suffered. See for early Norman remarks about Breton 
pastoralism note 185 in this chapter. 
147 Bartlett, Gerald of Wales, 134-135. In Bartlett’s view, there was an element of truth to these claims. 
France and Germany were more centralized than Ireland or Poland; societies of kinship were subdivided, 
with tyrannical leadership.  
148 Cerwinka, ‘Völkercharakteristiken’, 77. Here the Danes are accused of drinking, but it was, and is, a 
commonplace applied to most northerly peoples.  
149 Robert Rees Davies, The First English Empire: Power and Identities in the British Isles 1093-1343 
(Oxford 2000), 128-129; Lydon, ‘Nation and Race’, 104-105. 
150 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 152: ‘levis, animo ferox, saeviens in hostes, 
invida, superstiosa, nullius virtutis vel probitatis aliquem reputans sive audaciae praetor semetipsos’. 
151 A.A.M. Duncan, ‘The Dress of the Scots,’ in Scottish Historical Review 29 (1950), 210-212. 
152 Cf. Gervase of Tilbury, Otia imperialia, ed. Banks and Binns, 310-311: ‘Scotland was once inhabited 
by the Scots, a people of a very low manner of life, but now they have been driven out and knights have 
settled there, duly enfeoffed and bound by the sacred laws of hospitality. Like the Isle of Man, Scotland 
has its own kings, who have proved either saints or imitators of saintly deeds in uninterrupted succession 
down to our times.’  
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acculturation, it was therefore possible, and desirable from Bartholomaeus’ perspective, to adapt 

one’s character. However, for the most part, the emphasis lay on the immutability and absence of 

true Christianity among the Irish – who were being colonized. 

 

Christians in name, pagan in fact  

Most remarkable is that these accusations of a pastoral way of life and the absence of civilization 

were clothed in religious terms, even when territories had been converted centuries earlier. By the 

thirteenth century, English authors were claiming some success in Ireland. In Gervase of Tilbury’s 

(c. 1150-c.1228) Recreations for an Emperor, written for German Emperor Otto IV, the Irish were 

now – after the colonization by the English – growing in faith:  

 

This island too used to be inhabited by Scottish tribes, until the time of the renowned King Henry 

of England, your grandfather, most worshipful Prince. He was the first to drive out the 

pestilential tribes of Irishmen and turn the land into an English possession, dividing it into fiefs 

for his vassals; it was paid for, however, by the shedding of much English and British blood. And 

so it has come about that a land which from the earliest times was contemptuous of religion, 

living on cows’ milk and ignoring the Lenten fast, eating raw flesh and given over to filthy 

practices, is growing strong in the new faith bought by its settlers; while it was the last country to 

adopt the true religion, and then only under compulsion, it is now surpassing all other nations in 

its sacred worship and religious fervour. It rejoices in its own episcopal ties, and in monasteries 

of dedicated observance, richly endowed with substantial estates and providing generous 

hospitality.153 

 

These astounding remarks about the Irish contempt of religion in relation to their lack of civilization 

were a commonplace especially among English and northern French writers. A range of 

intellectuals, including Gerald of Wales, Bernard of Clairvaux and Pope Alexander III, discussing the 

invasion of Ireland in 1172, thus wrote that the Irish were godless in religion, not observing the 

Christian faith.154 In his History and Topography of Ireland, Gerald of Wales’ tale of the two men of 

Connaught significantly carries the same religious connotation: these naked men, wearing animal 

                                                      
153 Gervase of Tilbury, Otia imperialia, ed. 308-309: ‘A Scotorum gentibus pereque colebatus, usque ad 
tempora illusttissimi regis Anglorum Henrici, avi tui, princeps sacratissime, qui primus, expulsis obscenis 
Hiberniensium gentibus, terram Anglis possidendam feodis militaribus distinxit, plurimo tamen 
Anglorum ac Britonum emptam sanguine. Unde factum est ut terra que, ab antiquissimis temporibus lacte 
pecudum vivens et quadragesimam ieiuniorum spernens, carnibus crudis utens et obscenitati data, 
religionis contemptrix erat, nova incolatus sui religione polleat et, sicut ultima veram religionem coacta 
suscepit, sic inter alias nationes ritu sancto ac religionis ardore plus omnibus ferveat. Episcopalibus 
sedibus gaudet, monasteriis religiosissimis ac affluenter fundatis in copia prediorum et hospitalitate 
plenissima.’ 
154 The accusation that the Irish were not ‘true Christians’ remains remarkable even in light of the early 
medieval tensions and division between Rome/Canterbury and the Irish Church.  
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skins, have never heard of Christ or Lent, and are amazed at sight of bread or cheese.155 John of 

Salisbury says of the Welsh that they ‘live like beasts and despise the Word of Life and though they 

nominally profess Christ, they deny him in their life and ways’.156 In Chrétien de Troyes’ Conte du 

Graal, Perceval has to lose his Welshness in order to become a Christian knight.157 In proverbial 

sayings, the Germans were accused of being pagans at heart, and stiff-necked, as were the Jews.158  

Gerald of Wales’ emphasis on a newly introduced Christianity in Ireland might be explained by 

referring to what is known as Ireland’s ‘insular Christianity’, setting it apart from the Roman Church 

before its colonization. However, lack of civilization, besides referring to a lack of culture, was 

clearly also associated with paganism, as the word barbaric had in the early Middle Ages referred to 

pagan beliefs.159 As Robert Bartlett wrote, evidently ‘some kind of religious deficiency was a crucial 

part of the concept “barbarian”.’160 Especially the peoples on the fringes of northern Europe might 

thus be represented as partially ‘pagan’ barbarians; even those who clearly had converted to 

Christianity many centuries earlier, such as the Irish, were thus stripped of their ‘true’ religiosity. 

This could be a deliberate rhetoric employed to validate subjugation and colonization, to urge 

missionaries to go forth to the outer fringes. Certainly, some of these Slav, Baltic and Scandinavian 

peoples had not yet been converted in this period, and their ‘cruelty’ and ‘innate wildness’ was more 

straightforwardly considered to be related to their lack of faith, which missionaries might 

eradicate.161 Helmold of Bosau relates the Slavs’ faithlessness to their disgusting smell, and the fact 

that they were false liars. Where the accusations were targeted at Irish Christians, as Robert Bartlett 

argues, such slander however served as a political justification for the aggression and subjugation. 

There was a strong tradition that conversion and political subjugation went hand in hand, and even if 

a people had been Christian for many centuries, paganism thus seemed to serve as a good excuse as 

any.162 Part of the discourse argued that peoples such as the Irish did not share the same social 

patterns as they were outside the Church.163 They did not pay tithes, and their society lacked 

                                                      
155 Gerald of Wales, Topographia Hibernica III 26, ed. Dimock, 170-171, transl. O’Meara, 94-95; cf. 
Bartlett, Gerald of Wales, 134. 
156 John of Salisbury, Letters of John of Salisbury, vol. 1: The Early Letters (1153-1161), ed. and transl. 
W.J. Millor and C.N.L. Brooke (London 1955), Letter 87, 135: ‘bestiali more vivens aspernatur verbum 
vitae, et Christum nomine tenus profitentes vita et moribus diffitentur’. 
157 Ehlers, ‘Nationes in mittelalterlichen Europa’, 19 and 24. 
158 See chapter 4 note 25. 
159 W.R. Jones has argued that the term barbarian, which in the early Middle Ages was often 
synonomous with pagan, regained its classical cultural meaning in the twelfth century with the spread of 
Christendom to most parts of Europe. Nonetheless, the set of characteristics of the barbarian often 
includes a lack of religiosity. See W.R. Jones, ‘The image of the Barbarian in Medieval Europe’, in 
Comparative Studies in Society and History 13 (1971), 376-407. 
160 Bartlett, Gerald of Wales, 139. 
161 See for example, Helmold of Bosau, Chronica Slavorum XXXVI and CVIII, ed. Schmeidler, 149-150 
and 370-371, on the Rugiani or Rani. Cf. Bartlett, Gerald of Wales, 139. 
162 Bartlett, Gerald of Wales, 140.  
163 Bernard of Clairvaux for example also said that the Irish were barbarious and beastlike, lacking a 
proper social order; cf. Vita sancti Malachiae VIII, 16-17. 
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hierarchy.164 But the Bohemians and Saxons were additionally accused of persecuting the church 

despite their incorporation within the Church hierarchy.165  

Sometimes this concept of barbaric semi-paganism was explained in relation to the cold climate 

of the north (see further chapter 2). As William of Malmesbury wrote in his version of Pope Urban’s 

speech at Clermont in 1095, preaching the First Crusade: ‘There remains Europe, the third continent. 

How small is the part of it inhabited by us Christians! For none would term Christian those 

barbarous people who live in distant islands on the frozen ocean, for they live in the manner of 

brutes.’166 In one of the very few remarks about the cold climate in the north, Bartholomaeus also 

claims that pagan Norway is a ‘most sharp and cold country, full of mountains, of woods, of groves.  

The men of that land live more off fishing and hunting than bread, for corn is scarce there because of 

the great cold.’167  

Nonetheless, the regions where these barbaric heathens and semi-pagans dwelled were, for the 

most part, described not only by Bartholomaeus but by many ecclesiastics in terms of great fertility 

and bounty. In these texts references to lack of culture, nomadic societies, and religiosity go hand in 

hand with a specific geographical rhetoric, wherein classical ethnography and biblical rhetoric 

intermingle. The medieval geography of these regions must, from the perspective of the ‘civilized 

heartland’, thus be examined within a specific discourse of presenting these territories as Promised 

Lands. For beyond the boundaries of Christendom, along the outer reaches, lay new lands of Canaan, 

paralleling the East in the farthest stretches of the West.  

 

Lands of milk and honey 

The representation of the fringes of Europe follows two traditions. First, in many sources, including 

Bartholomaeus’ encyclopaedia, in addition to representing the core of Europe as copious and fertile, 

the outer edges of Christendom are presented as lands of milk and honey, just as in the Orient the 

mounts of Israel and the regions of Phoenicia and Judea are lands of milk and honey. This was a 

direct reference to the land of the Canaanites as mentioned in the book of Exodus when Moses sees 
                                                      
164 Bartlett, Making of Europe, 22-23. The same was said of the Welsh and Ruthenians.  
165 Cerwinka, ‘Völkercharakteristiken’, 69-75; cf. Historia Welforum Weingartensis, MGH SS 21, 470; 
Helmold of Bosau, Chronica Slavorum I, ed. Schmeidler, 35-38; the same was also said about the Poles. 
The Hungarians are cruel and pagan in Otto of Freising, Gesta Friderici I 32. Cf. Erich Maschke, Das 
Erwachen des Nationalbewusstseins im deutsch-slavischen Grenzraum (Leipzig 1933); Paul Görlich, Zur 
Frage des Nationalbewuβtseins in ostdeutschen Quellen des 12. bis 14. Jahrhunderts (Marburg 1964) for 
(many) further sources. 
166 William of Malmesbury, Gesta regum Anglorum IV 347, ed. and transl. Mynors, Thomson and 
Winterbottom, vol. 1, 600-601: ‘Tertium mundi clima restat Europa, cuius quantulam partem inhabitamus 
Christiani! Nam omnem illam barbariem quae in remotis insulis glatialem frequentat oceanum, quia more 
belvino victitat, Christianum quis dixerit?’; cf. Hay, Europe: The Emergence of an Idea, 33. 
167 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 105, ‘De Norvegia’: ‘asperrima et frigidissima, 
sylvestris et nemerosa, cuius incolae plus de piscatura et venatione vivunt quam de pane, nam rara est ibi 
annona propter frigoris multitudinem’. Adam of Bremen says of Norway and Sweden, that although 
bitterly cold, the pastoralists are ‘the most noble of men, living in the manner of the patriarchs by the 
labour of their hands’, with the Norwegians herding empty tracts of land as the Arabs do. Cf. Adam of 
Bremen, Gesta Hammaburgensis Ecclesiae Pontificum IV 31-32, ed. Schmeidler, 263-267. 
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the burning bush – the land of destiny of the Israelites exodused in Egypt.168 Secondly, in earlier 

accounts of the expansion of the Church, regions on the fringe were sometimes presented as a 

‘microcosm’ of the created world, such as in Bede’s History of the English Church. In this work 

Bede was heavily concerned with Britain’s role in the stages of divine history and the expansion of 

the Church in the Sixth Age.169 His famous opening passage thus paints a mouth-watering 

encomium of a Britain which ‘has good pasturage for cattle and beasts of burden. It also produces 

vines in certain districts, and has plenty of both land- and waterfowl of various kinds It is remarkable 

too for its rivers, which abound in fish, particularly salmon and eels, and for copious springs.’170 It is 

full of shell-fish, mussels, salt springs, metals and pearls. According to some scholars, this rhetoric 

of copiousness was a deliberate construct to present the island of Britain as a microcosm, a blessed 

plot of land. 

 Although to an extent Bede was excerpting sources such as Pliny, Orosius and Gildas, Merrills 

has emphasized that Bede’s exultation of Britain – and intense praise of Ireland – is a carefully 

constructed narrative – as indeed was Isidore’s ‘Praise of Spain’ (Laus Spaniae) in his History of the 

Goths. Bede is careful to emphasize Britain’s location in the Ocean, depicted in medieval mappae 

mundi as liminal.171 Nonetheless, the isolated location of Britain and Ireland in the West was 

counterbalanced by emphasizing both islands’ salubrious abundance. As such, according to Merrills, 

Bede was refuting the image of Ireland as a realm of impious barbarity, and proclaiming it an island 

of evangelism – similar to Britain.172 Bede describes Ireland’s latitudinal position as more 

favourable than that of Britain; in Ireland the climate is mild and healthy, and snow never settles for 

long. Moreover, it is famously immune to the venom of snakes, which die as soon as they breathe 

the scent of its air.173 Both Bartholomaeus and Gerald of Wales also stress Ireland’s temperate 

climate. Gerald of Wales repeats that poison immediately loses all force of evil and that Ireland – the 

most temperate of all countries – possessed this quality even before St Patrick arrived.174  

Merrills stresses that Bede’s encomium of Britain and Ireland is not representing a prelapsarian 

state, but rather that there is a hexameral undercurrent; the sequence of crops, sea animals and birds 
                                                      
168 Exodus 3:7-10. 
169 Merrills, History and Geography, 238. 
170 Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica I 1, ed. and transl. Colgrave and Mynors, 14-15: ‘alendis apta pecoribus 
ac iumentis, vineas etiam quibusdam in locis germinans, sed et avium ferax terra marique generis diversi, 
fluviis quoque multum piscosis ac fontibus praeclara copiosis; et quidem praecipue issicio abundat et 
anguilla.’ 
171 Merrills, History and Geography, 255. 
172 Idem, 271. There are other references in Bede’s opening chapter alluding to ancient Israel. William 
D. McCready, Miracles and the Venerable Bede (Toronto 1994), 49. 
173 Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica I 1, ed. and transl. Colgrave and Mynors, 16-17. The statement that 
snakes could not survive on the island was drawn from Solinus’ Collectanea rerum memorabilium XXII 2-
3; cf. Merrills, History and Geography, 260-263. For further sources references in Bede’s description of 
Ireland, see 261, esp. note 125. Bede also attributes the same snake repellent powers to the island of 
Thanet. 
174 Gerald of Wales, Topographia Hibernica I 28-31, ed. Dimock, 62-65, transl. O’Meara, 34-38; cf. 
Merrills, History and Geography, 265. Britain, too, has snake-repellent powers resulting from the 
presence of jet. 
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reflects the order in the creation story.175 The purpose was not to paint a second Eden but rather a 

‘representation of the created world’, a ‘microcosm of the oikoumene’, a place touched by God.176 

The emphasis lies not so much on the Fall but on the creation of the physical world. The description 

of Britain can thus be read as a microcosmic representation of the created world.  

In addition, Britain, located on the edge of the world, as a recipient of divine favour was the stage 

for the end of Christian time.177 Bede’s is indeed a story of the evangelization of Britain; from his 

perspective, Ireland could be viewed as the next destination in the trek westwards and as such be 

presented as a new Canaan. According to Merrills, these references to Ireland as Canaan thus served 

as a counterpoint to Britain.178 In similar vein, in the first part of his History and Topography of 

Ireland, Gerald of Wales (copying Bede) presents the geographical measurements of Ireland 

followed by a discussion of its fertility, noting, using the imagery of the Promised Land, that the 

‘island is rich in pastures and meadows, honey and milk, and wine, but not vineyards’.179  

Anglo-Saxons presented themselves as God’s chosen people, and as such Britain could indeed be 

presented as a new Canaan, a new Promised Land. However, this image is not exclusive but instead 

repeatedly employed in descriptions of other regions on the edge or beyond the boundaries of 

Christendom. Indeed, to the north-east, in his description of Slavia, Bartholomaeus employs the 

motif directly. The region, divided into two Slavias, is inhabited by the people of Bohemia, by Poles, 

Metani, Vandals, Rutheni, Dalmatians, and Carinthians. These share a common language and 

customs, but differ in their religious rites, for some are still pagan, others adhere to the Greek or 

Latin Church. The inhabitants of Greater Slavia (Damatians, Serbs, Carinthians), some of whom live 

high up in the mountains or in dense woods, some of whom till the fields, are fierce and uncultured, 

and less pious in God’s service, leading the lives of pirates.180 Lesser Slavia, conversely, where the 

Prussians, Vandals and Bohemians live, is a highly fertile region bearing crops and fruit, full of 

rivers and ponds, woods and pastures, ‘abounding with honey and milk. These people are strong-

bodied, dedicated to agriculture and fishing, more devoted to God and peaceable towards their 

                                                      
175 Merrills, History and Geography, 270-272; Diane Speed, ‘Bede's Creation of a Nation in his 
Ecclesiastical History’, in Parergon 10 (1992), 139-154, here at 146-151; Calvin Kendall, ‘Imitation and 
the Venerable Bede's Historia Ecclesiastica’, in Margot H. King and Wesley M. Stevens (eds), Saints, 
Scholars and Heroes: Studies in Medieval Culture in Honour of Charles W. Jones  (2 volumes, 
Collegeville Minn, 1979), vol. 1, 180; Benedicta Ward, The Venerable Bede (London 1998), 116-117; 
Charles W. Jones, ‘Some Introductory remarks on Bede’s Commentary on Genesis’ in Sacris Erudiri 19 
(1969/1970), 115-198, here at 125-126; Nicholas Howe, Migration and Mythmaking in Anglo-Saxon 
England (New Haven 1989), 59; Smith, Chosen Peoples, 144-145. Both Speed and Kendall interpret the 
‘copia motif’ as prelapsarian. 
176 Merrills, History and Geography, 272. It would be interesting to see if Gerald of Wales’ description 
of Ireland in the Topographia Hibernica also contains such as hexameral undercurrent. 
177 Idem, 273. 
178 Idem, 262. 
179 Gerald of Wales, Topographia Hibernica I 6, ed. Dimock, 28, transl. O’Meara, 35: ‘pascuis et pratis, 
melle et lacte, vinis, non vineis’. Gerald continues with a discussion of the fact that Bede had said that 
Ireland was not completely without vineyards, but that in his days, the wines were imported from Poitou 
in exchange for animal hides.  
180 Trevisa’s translation (on page 806) says: ‘without devotion’.  
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neighbours than those in Greater Slavia, as a result of their mixing and daily business with the 

Germans’ – here there is some degree of Christianity.181  

That this is not an isolated motif becomes clear when we take into account the abundance of 

sources containing references to lands of milk and honey. In Otto of Freising’s description of 

Pannonia we can additionally read about rivers and streams, wild animals, delightful because of the 

natural charm of the landscape. It is so rich in arable fields, ‘it seems like the paradise of God, or the 

fair land of Egypt’. Its inhabitants, Hungarians, are however barbarians, crude in customs and 

speech, ‘of disgusting aspect with deep-set eyes and short stature’, who have built but few proper 

stone or wooden houses. 182 Otto marvels at the divine patience that so delightful a land should be 

inhabited by such monstrous beings. In a vita of bishop Otto of Bamberg, the twelfth-century monk 

Herbord of Michelsberg (d. 1168) offers a geographical description of Pomerania, which was 

converted to Christianity by Otto. After presenting the geographical dimensions he writes that ‘its 

people, experienced fighters on land and sea, are accustomed to living off plunder and depredation, 

have always been indomitable due to a natural savageness, and totally alien to Christian culture and 

faith. But this land offers to its inhabitants a plentiful bounty of fish and animals, and is most fertile 

with every kind of grain and vegetable or plant. No place is richer in honey, pasture, and herbs. They 

neither have nor seek wine, but their carefully prepared mead surpasses even the wines of 

Falernum.’183  

The many remarks about the bounties of the land, however, were not simply expressions of 

delight in the fecundity. The implications were, surely, that the inhabitants of these regions were 

living in a Canaan, or a blessed microcosm of the creation, but refused to make good use of the 

riches.184 The potential of agricultural fertility was not maximized, as Gerald of Wales and the 

author of the Deeds of Stephen remarked.185 This lack of cultivation of the fields was related to a 

lack of good morals, as William of Poitiers had already remarked about the Bretons in the eleventh 

                                                      
181 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 140, ‘De Sclavia’: ‘melle abundans atque lacte. 
Gens fortis corpore, agriculturae dedita et piscaturae, magis pia ad deum et pacifica quoad proximum, 
quam illi qui habitant in maiori Sclavia, et hoc est propter mixtionem et societatem, quam quotidie 
contrahunt cum Germanis.’ His source is the elusive ‘Erodatus’.  
182 Otto of Freising, Gesta Friderici I 32, ed. Schmale, 192, transl. Charles Christopher Mierow 
(Toronto 1994), 65-66: ‘tamquam paradisus Dei vel Egyptus spectabilis esse videatur’; ‘facie tetri, 
profundis oculis, statura humiles’.  
183 Herbord of Michelsberg (also known as ‘of Bamberg’), Dialogus de vita Ottonis episcopi 
Babenbergensis II 1, ed. Köpke, 725, transl. Cohen, Ethnographic Dimensions, 162: ‘Gens ista terra 
marique bellare perita, spoliis et raptu vivere consueta, naturali quadam feritate semper erat indomita et a 
cultu et fide christiana penitus aliena. Terra vero ipsa piscium et ferarum copiosam incolis praebet 
habundantiam, omnigenumque frumentorum et leguminum sive seminum fertilissima est; nulla mellis 
feracior, nulla pascuis et gramine fecundior. Vinum autem nec habent nec querunt, sed melleis poculis et 
cervisia curatissime confecta vina superant Falernica.’ Compare also the Pilgrim’s Guide to Santiago, 
which uses similar imagery describing the region of Navarra.  
184 Tamm, ‘Eastern Baltic Region’, 20. See Robert Bartlett, England under Norman and Angevin Kings, 
1075-1225 (Oxford 2000), 286 for similar English sources. 
185 Phillips, ‘Outer world’, 51 .  



84 

 

century.186 Though inhabiting a delectable land, the Hungarians were monsters, not men, Otto of 

Freising snarled. They were unable – as pagans or wayward Christians – to reap the benefits of the 

land, to enjoy the fruits of milk and honey as a righteous and obedient people.187 With the idea of a 

civilizing process within Western Europe in the twelfth century, emphasis was thus laid upon the 

regions that were trailing in the evolution from hunting and pastoralism to urbanity.188 Defining the 

inhabitants as pagan, cruel, barbarian pastoralists lent the imagery of their regions as Promised 

Lands a sense of urgency. For Canaan was indeed a region to which man must journey, which his 

‘seed would inherit’, just as God had purportedly sent Abraham from Haran to Canaan to inherit that 

land.  

Was the purpose of the rhetoric to urge men – perhaps missionaries – to drive out the idolatrous 

inhabitants, as the South Afrikaner voortrekkers believed to expel the heathens in the great Trek?189 

This might be taking it too far, although according to Marek Tamm, Arnold of Lübeck in his 

Chronica Slavorum used the notion of the Promised Land to urge crusaders to hasten to the land of 

promised felicity.190 Len Scales has even argued that ‘within the Judaeo-Christian history of 

salvation, the obliteration and replacement of peoples was a principal motor of advance and 

historical change’.191 Such rhetoric might thus have ensconced in men’s minds the urgency to travel 

to and settle in these regions. 

Whether or not this geographical discourse was a deliberate rhetoric to feed greedy eyes, 

however, at the least we can conclude that it had profound meaning in light of the Christianization 

from the perspective of the core of North-West Europe. In the ninth-century Donatus of Fiesole, an 

Irish bishop residing in Italy, wrote the following succinct, benevolent lines on Ireland: 

 

The noblest share of earth of the far western world 

Whose name is written Scottia in the ancient books; 

Rich in goods, in silver, jewels, cloth and gold, 

Benign to the body in air and mellow soil. With 

Honey and with milk flow Ireland’s lovely plains, 

With silk and arms, abundant fruit, with art and men. 

No raging bears dwell there, nor cruel lions, nor 

Were they ever found in Ireland; no poison, snakes slithers  

In the grass, no noisy croaking frog sings in the lakes. 

                                                      
186 William of Poitiers, Gesta Guillelmi I 45, ed. and transl. R.H.C. Davis and Marjorie Chibnall (Oxford 
1998), 74-75; cf. Thomas, The English and the Normans, 39. 
187 Smith, Chosen Peoples, 146. 
188 Philiips, ‘Outer world’, 51; Simms, ‘Core and periphery’, 24.   
189 Smith, Chosen Peoples, 81. 
190 Arnold of Lübeck, Chronica Slavorum V 30, ed. J.M. Lappenberg (Hannover 1868), 214. 
191 Scales, ‘Bread, Chees and Genocide’, 294-295. The ground for ethnic cleansing is related to the 
concept of ethnic chosenness, which was adopted by Western European peoples such as the Anglo-
Saxons, Franks, Britons and Normans in the Middle Ages. See further chapter 9. 
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Worthy are the Irish to dwell in this their land. 

A people renowned in war, in peace, in faith.192 

 

From the twelfth century, such unequivocal appraisals of the fringes of Europe were few and far 

between.  

*** 

In addition, the positioning of the Western heartland on the axis Orient-Occident offered men of 

letters in the North-West a binary image in which their own identity could be mirrored: Christian 

‘us’ versus ‘pagan’ or ‘heretical’ (either heathen or Muslim) them.193 Other categories applied were 

temperate (northern France, England and Italy) versus hot (the East/South) or extremely cold (the 

extreme North); white versus dark-skinned; civilized and urbanized (northern France, Normandy, 

England) versus pastoral, lawless barbarian (Ireland, Wales, the Scandinavian and Baltic regions), 

and virtuous versus sinful (everywhere). However, within the confines of Christendom in the West – 

where the civilized Christian or potential Christian – shades of otherness also continued to be 

expressed in terms of degrees of sinfulness or devoutness.194 Thus, from the outset, it is necessary to 

keep in mind the relational aspect of these ethnocentric perspectives: not only was the non-Christian 

other painted in terms of barbarity, within Christendom degrees of Christian otherness also existed. 

From the core of North-West Europe, the Irish, and to an extent Germans, might be depicted as 

uncivilized, barely Catholic people. And even within the core of Christendom and ‘civilization’, 

where crusading knights could view themselves as epitomes of chivalry in the face of the Saracen 

enemy (lewd, cowardly, cunning, luxurious), internally the northern French might accuse their more 

                                                      

192 MGH Poetae Latini aevi Carolini III, ed. Ludwig Traube (Berlin 1896), 691-692: ‘Finibus occiduis 
describitur optima tellus / Nomine et antiquis Scottia scripta libris. / Dives opum, argenti, gemmarum, 
vestis et auri, / Commoda corporibus, aere, putre solo. / Melle fluit pulchris et lacte Scottia campis, /  
Vestibus atque armis frugibus arte viris. / Ursorum rabies nulla est ibi, saeva leonum / Semina nec 
umquam Scottica terra tulit. / Nulla venena nocent nec serpens serpit in herba / Nec conquesta canit 
garrula rana lacu. / In qua Scottorum gentes habitare merentur, / Inclita gens hominum milite pace fide.’ 
Quoted by Smith, Chosen Peoples, 151, transl. by Liam de Paor, in T.W. Moody and F.X. Martin (eds), 
The Course of Irish History (Cork 1984), 91, whose translation I have amended. Cf. also the verse, 
attached to many manuscripts of Nennius’ Historia Britonnum, on the marvels of Ireland, ‘De rebus 
Hiberniae Admirandis’, probably written in the ninth century. Printed in Chronica Minora, MGH 
Auctorum Antiquissimi 13, ed. Theodore Mommson (Berlin 1898 Berlin) 3, 111–222; also in Thomas 
Wright and James O. Halliwell (eds), Reliquiae Antiquae: Scraps from Ancient Manuscripts, Illustrating 
chiefly Early English Literature & the English Language (2 volumes, reprint of London ed. of 1841-1843, 
New York 1966), vol. 1, 1127.  
193 For the binary Orient-Occident, see Abari, ‘From Due East to True North’, 19-34; Norman Daniel, 
Heroes and Saracens: An Interpretation of the Chansons de Geste (Edinburgh 1984) and Islam and the 
West: The Making of an Image (rev. ed. London 1993).  
194 Freedman, ‘The Medieval Other’, 3-4 writes that ‘the medieval Other differs from that of the modern 
period described by Said in that neither the westward course of history, nor occidental technological 
superiority, nor a global empire were as yet conceived of, let alone confidently maintained’. This however 
I believe to be inaccurate.  
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immediate southerly neighbours of decadence, effeminacy, and over-civilization.195 Likewise, where 

the French or Italians could regard themselves to be the measure of civilization and the more 

northern English or Germans as barbarians in the backwaters of Europe, the latter transfixed the 

same imagery on their northerly neighbours, the Irish or Scandinavians. The blood drinking, flesh 

eating savage dwelt in remote spaces dangerously close to home: Ireland in the extremities of the 

West, the Slavs and Tartars in the East. Even the English could be stripped of their humanity as 

tailed men, a physical deformity mythically materializing – crucially – upon rejection of Augustine’s 

efforts to convert the Anglo-Saxons in 596.196 North, centre, east and south are thus relative 

positions.  

   These divisions began to sharpen further when, from the end of the eleventh century, another 

discourse regained influence in the West: the classical theory that environment influenced character 

and that mild temperatures produced ideal men. This theory positioned ethnic groups on a north-

middle-south axis. In the north lived the barbaric, rash, bellicose, in the south the weak, timid, 

possibly cunning, and sexually lewd, who might also be decadent or effeminate. To an extent, this 

befitted the contemporary reputation of the heathen northerners or Saracens in the south and east. 

But for learned men such as Bartholomaeus Anglicus, there was something troubling about this 

ancient theory. For the area designated as the North in classical thought – characterized as harsh, 

cold, the abode of the devil – partly corresponded with the new heartland of Europe, whereas the 

ideal middle zone of classical antiquity, the Mediterranean, was now partly the abode of Islam. Thus, 

although Europe’s superiority to Asia is slightly muddled, as Bartholomaeus called Asia’s climate 

more moderate, the Franciscan friar took pains to nurture an image of Europe as environmentally 

pleasant, and as such producing civilized peoples.197 Whereas the extreme North – Scandinavia and 

the Baltic region – might retain its cold, harsh climate – yet the heartland was pictured as a pleasant, 

                                                      
195 The ethnocentric position is of course not restricted to North-West Europe. The French themselves 
are accused of effeminacy by Geoffrey of Vinsauf in his Documentum de modo et arte versificandi (see 
chapter 5), and for levity in the prophetic verse ‘Gallorum levitas Germanos iustificabit’; cf. Walther, 
‘Scherz’, no. 64; Ibn Khaldūn (Muqaddima I) wrote a negative report of those in the first and second 
clime (Abessinians, Sudani) as they were located beyond the temperate zone; Iraq and Syria were the 
most temperate regions in his viewpoint (writing in Algeria). See also Debra Higgs Strickland, Saracens, 
Demons and Jews, 178. 
196 See chapter 6. 
197 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 50, ‘De Europa’, where he says that the region 
of Asia is the first in the East, and is ‘mediocriter’ in climate. Akbari, ‘From Due East’, 27, seems to 
interpret mediocriter as meaning mediocre, but here, in the context of the climate theory, which 
Bartholomaeus is discussing, it would seem to mean ‘moderate’, as in a moderate climate (in Trevisa’s 
translation: meneliche). In the fourteenth century, John Gower drew a sharp distinction between the 
extreme cold of the west and the extreme heat of the Orient, making it uninhabitable. See Confessio 
Amantis VII 581-588; cited by Akbari, ‘From Due East’, 28-29. Akbari argues that our notion of a 
‘European’ West appears in fourteenth-century literature. However, I believe this occurred earlier, in the 
twelfth century onwards. Moreover, Gower is referring to extreme cold and heat, where regions are 
uninhabitable – not the core of Western Europe.  
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fertile stage.198 The Orient, conversely, was a region where Christianity had lost its grip, as home of 

the Islam. As such, some intellectuals, notably Gerald of Wales, painted the East as an unhealthy, 

pestilent region.199 How Bartholomaeus addressed this dilemma and positioned the North-West on 

the north-south axis, will be discussed further in chapter 2. 

                                                      
198 Jeremiah 1:14, Isaiah 14:13; quoted by Akbari, ‘From Due East’, 30, although she believes the 
development of the Occident only occurred in the fourteenth century, which she relates to more practical, 
realistic map making. She quotes Alexander Neckam’s De naturis rerum II 98, who in a discussion of the 
allegorical meaning of the compass clearly relates the North to the devil and quotes Jeremiah. See also 
Fraesdorff, Der barbarische Norden, 123 for the North as the abode of the devil.  
199 Gerald of Wales, Topographia Hibernica I 34-40, ed. Dimock, 68-73, transl. O’Meara, 35-38. 
Although Bartholomaeus does not make any direct reference to apocalyptic scenarios (although he does 
refer to the translation of knowledge from East to West), in his entry on Cedar, where the Ismaelites live – 
‘men surpassing the madness of beasts’ – Bartholomaeus quotes the seventh-century Syriac Apocalypse 
of Pseudo-Methodius’ revelations that the Saracens were sent as God’s scourge for the sexual sins 
(visiting prostitutes, sodomy and so on) of Christians and as a test for true Christians to overcome before 
the end of time, known as the time of ‘anguish and woe’, ‘for the wickedness of the Christians at that 
time’. Cf. Tolan, Saracens, 46-50. The time of anguish was characterized by the slaying priests, having 
intercourse with Christian women, drinking from the holy vessel, and tying beasts to the sepulchres of 
saints. 
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2 

The Reappraisal of the North 
 

 

In the centuries before the twelfth century, ethnic difference in Western Europe was expressed 

mostly in cultural and linguistic terms. From the end of the eleventh century, however, a stream of 

translations from Arabic into Latin flowed into the West, among which many textbooks on Arab-

Greek medicine.1 These contained elaborate discussions of man’s humoural complexion and, in 

some cases, the influence of environment and climate thereupon – a theory lingering in the 

background in the Latin West in the early Middle Ages. According to this medical theory, on the 

north-south axis, the climate, winds, precipitation and terrain were said to produce men of varying 

physical build and mental disposition. In the north lived the courageous, rash, hot-blooded; in the 

south the weak, cowardly, cunning. In the middle, the ideal, most temperate, balanced sanguine 

man.2        

From the early years of the twelfth century, men of letters in Western Europe, especially first in 

England and afterwards members of the mendicant orders on the Continent, were quick to absorb 

this newly accessible theory. Remarks about the ethnic character of north-western Europeans, 

Saracens in the East and the Africans in the South might thus be explained in humoural terms.3 

However, for the learned men of North-West Europe, there was something troubling about this 

classical theory of environmental influence. For this theory was constructed in ancient Greece, at 

that time the core of culture and power, where the ideal temperate mean was accordingly to be found 

along the Mediterranean shores. As a consequence, the Christian inhabitants of North-West Europe – 

from the southern perspective a cold, northerly region – were, according to this ancient theory, on 

the whole considered as rash, uncivilized, and intellectually deficient, whereas those in the south and 

east (now inhabited by Saracens) as exceptionally intelligent. For the new self-perceived ‘core of 

civilization’ in the North, this presented a worrying perspective.   

                                                      
1 Peter Biller, ‘Proto-racial thought in medieval science’, in Eliav-Feldon, Isaac and Ziegler, Origins of 
Racism, 157-180, here at 159 
2 For climate theory see especially Eliav-Feldon, Isaac and Ziegler, Origins of Racism; and Isaac, 
Invention of Racism. Also still useful are Marian J. Tooley, ‘Bodin and the Medieval Theory of Climate’, 
in Speculum 28 (1953), 64-83 and Glacken, Traces on the Rhodian Shore.  
3 Although beyond the scope of this subject, it must be noted that this theory was also applied to heretics 
and Jews. See also Peter Biller, ‘A “scientific” view of Jews from Paris around 1300’, in Gli Ebrei el le 
scienze, Micrologus 9 (2001), 137-168. 
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In this chapter, I will discuss how the theory of climate influenced ideas about ethnic character in 

North-West Europe in this period. I will look first at the basic concepts of the theory in antiquity and 

the supposed relationship between environment and character. Then I will examine how North-West 

Europe was positioned on this north-south/east axis (the environment of the south and east were 

sometimes conflated, as were the regions of Ethiopia, Libya and India). I will distinguish between 

two concepts: first the ancient Greek tripartite division of the inhabited world into a frigid, temperate 

and torrid zone; and secondly the theory of the four humoural complexions.4 In some texts about 

these zones and humours, notably Albertus Magnus’ On the Nature of Places and Bartholomaeus 

Anglicus’ On the Properties of Things, explicit remarks are made about the ethnic character and 

physical appearance of peoples. I will discuss these remarks in relation to the categories of skin 

colour (dark- and light-skinned); physical build (tall and strong versus small and weak), and mental 

disposition (rash, courageous, and stupid versus intelligent, fickle and cunning). Finally, I will 

discuss how these intellectuals grappled with the traditional, rather negative image of North-West 

Europe and its ethnic groups in relation to the ideal humoural disposition on the north-south axis. 

Indeed, as we shall see, there were two solutions to this problem. First, a denunciation of the degree 

of the intelligence of those living in the warm south and east, which was now interpreted within the 

religious framework of heresy and deception, and a reappraisal of the courage, strength and 

longevity of the northerners, especially of the northern French and Germanic peoples.5 A second 

solution to transpose the ideal characteristics onto the Christian inhabitants of the core of North-

West Europe, was a bit of climatic engineering, of theoretical global warming. As I will discuss, 

Bartholomaeus thus presented the German territories as rather more salubrious and less cold in his 

On the Properties of Things than in more traditional sources such as Isidore’s Etymologies, and Paris 

as the temperate city whose air soothed philosophical minds. As a result, an ideal natural 

environment was created equipped to foster a civilized Christian population. 

In the twelfth century, the ancient climate theory was infused with religious concerns; the 

‘instability of faith’ in the East might thus be explained as a product of climate, and the Carolingian 

concept of the translation of knowledge to the West was embedded in favourable environmental 

conditions. At the same time, however, there was a tension between the material concept of 

complexion (and generation) and the spiritual-religious concept of the soul.6 The question to what 

extent these mental and physical ethnic characteristics were viewed as mutable or fixed, a product of 

nature, culture, or divine appointment falls beyond the scope of this chapter and will be discussed in 

chapter 3. In this chapter, the focus of attention lies on the learned theory of environmental influence 

in North-West Europe on the north-south axis of identity. How did this theory re-enter the Latin 
                                                      
4 Maaike van der Lugt, ‘La peau noire dans le science médiévale’, in Micrologus 13 (2005), 439-475 
makes this distinction between the tripartite zones and the four humours in medicine.  
5 This, as we shall see in chapter 7, also became a bone of contention amongst the French and German 
nobility in this period, as these characteristics partly coincided with notions of the ideal knight. 
6 Joseph Ziegler, ‘Physiognomy, science, and proto-racism 1200-1500’, in Eliav-Feldon, Isaac and 
Ziegler (eds), Origins of Racism, 181-199, here at 189-190. 
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West at the end of the eleventh century, and how did the scholars of the North pick up on it? As we 

shall see, soon these notions were influencing monks such as William of Malmesbury and Guibert of 

Nogent, clerics such as Gerald of Wales, and from the early thirteenth century, mendicant friars such 

as Bartholomaeus Anglicus and Albertus Magnus. 

 

The reintroduction of climate theory  

Throughout the early Middle Ages, the idea that climate influenced ethnic character, although not 

completely absent, did not play a substantial role in notions of ethnicity. In the Latin West, it 

survived the early Middle Ages by the skin of its teeth. By way of Latin authors such as natural 

philosopher Pliny, scholar of architecture Vitruvius, military theorist Vegetius and fourth-century 

grammarian Servius, the theory lingered on in the writings of Tertullian, Jerome, and especially 

Isidore of Seville. The most outspoken application of ancient climate theory in Bartholomaeus’ On 

the Properties of Things is thus the repetition of the chain of stereotypes dished up by Isidore, 

though originally stemming from Servius’ late fourth-century commentary on Virgil’s Aeneid. 

Discussing the milky-skinned Gauls, Bartholomaeus explains: ‘For, in accordance with the diversity 

of heaven, there exists diversity in the faces and colouring of men and their temperaments, and the 

size of their bodies. Thus Rome brings forth serious men, Greece light-hearted, Africa cunning and 

Gaul naturally fierce and sharp-witted men.’7  

However, it was not until the end of the eleventh century that we find climate theory increasingly 

applied in Latin writings. As Peter Biller has remarked, this new application of climate theory was 

related to the influx of knowledge from the Arab world. This was a result of the production of 

medical, geographical and astrological treatises translated from Arabic into Latin, first at Monte 

Cassino and Salerno, and from the second half of the twelfth century in Spain.8 At the end of the 

twelfth century, a new translation thus appeared of Hippocrates’ Greek Air, Waters, Places from the 

                                                      
7 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, ‘De Gallia’: ‘Secundum enim diversitatem coeli et facies hominum et colores 
animorum diversitates existunt et corporum qualitates. Inde Roma graves generat, Graecia leves, Affrica 
versipelles, Gallia natura feroces ingenioque acres.’ Cf. Isidore, Etymologiae IX 2, 105. Servius writes 
that the Gauls are of ‘pigrioris ingenii’ – slow of comprehension, which Isidore has changed into fierce 
and sharp-witted. Cf. Servius, Servii Grammatici Vergilii Carmina Commentarii, Vol. II, Aeneidos 
Librorum VI-XII VI 724, ed. G. Thilo: ‘In sano enim corpore alia est vivacitas mentis, in aegro pigrior, in 
satis invalido etiam ratione carens, ut in phreneticis cernimus: adeo cum ad corpus venerit, non natura sua 
utitur, sed ex eius qualitate mutatur. inde Afros versipelles, Graecos leves, Gallos pigrioris videmus 
ingenii: quod natura climatum facit, sicut Ptolomaeus deprehendit, qui dicit translatum ad aliud clima 
hominem naturam ex parte mutare; de toto enim non potest, quia in principio accepit sortem corporis sui.’ 
The remark about the Romans is also Isidore’s. See Isidore Hispalensis, Etymologiae IX, ed. Reydellet, 
102-103, n. 142. In the later lists discussed in chapter 4, the Franks are repeatedly called ferocious. The 
Gauls, conversely, are full of gula or commercial behaviour. In some lists, the Romans are also called 
serious.  
8 Peter Biller, ‘Proto-racial thought in medieval science’, in Eliav-Feldon, Isaac and Ziegler, Origins of 
Racism, 157-180, here at 159. 
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Arabic.9 Especially relevant were the translations of medical theory such as the Liber pantegni 

(‘Encompassing all arts’), of which more than a hundred manuscripts are extant, and Avicenna’s 

Canon.10 Constantine the African’s (circa 1020-1087) Liber pantegni, an adaption of the Kitab al-

Malaki (The Royal Book of All Medicine) by tenth-century Ali ibn al-Abbas al-Majusi (or Haly 

Abbas) contains elaborate discussions of humoural theory, which explained in medical terms how 

climate influenced physical appearance and character. Furthermore, in the twelfth century, Galen’s 

On Complexions was translated into Latin by Burgundio of Pisa; before 1220, Aristotle’s On 

Animals had been put on the curriculum of the Arts Faculty at Paris, and between 1258 and 1266 the 

Pseudo-Aristotelian Problems appeared.11  

How widespread was the knowledge of climate theory in the twelfth century? We can assume 

that at least among the intellectual elite, the notion that environment influenced character was 

steadily gaining ground. Peter Biller has remarked that we can discern two academic circles where 

the body of knowledge of climate theory was diffused: among clerics educated at the universities 

and among mendicant friars.12 Many of the abovementioned texts appeared on the reading lists of 

arts faculties in Paris, Salerno or Bologna. In the twelfth century, some of the most extensive 

discussions of climate, geography and character can thus be found in works such as Paris student 

Gerald of Wales’ Topography of Ireland and On the Instruction of Princes. Scientific texts also 

entered the curriculum of students in Germany attending the studia generalia through the teachings 

of Dominican and Franciscan mendicants (Albert Magnus wrote, among others, On the Nature of 

Places and taught in Cologne, Bartholomaeus Anglicus’ On the Properties of Things was written 

and lectured on in Saxony). From the fourteenth century, texts appear arranged in academic 

quodlibetic questions and answers on men living in hot and cold regions, citing the Pseudo-

Aristotelian Problems. However, even before the expansion of knowledge of climate theory at arts 

faculties, we already find clear evidence of the influence of climate theory in early twelfth-century 

texts by Guibert of Nogent (Deeds of God through the Franks) and William of Malmesbury (Deeds 

of the English Kings). These were monks who had received a high standard of education, although 

not at a university art faculty. Both included climate-related discussions on a lack of bravery of 

Saracens and other ‘heretics’ during the First Crusade.  

Besides direct textual transmission among intellectuals, Peter Biller also draws to our attention 

the fact that we cannot underestimate the spread of these ideas by mendicant friars – there were more 

than 40,000 friars by the early fourteenth century – in their preaching to lay peoples in later medieval 

                                                      
9 In which the long-headed Scythians had been transformed into Turks. Idem, 160-162. An earlier, 
probably sixth-century translation made in Ravenna, was seemingly uninfluential and little read. Of the 
twelfth-century translation about twenty manuscripts are extant, pointing to wide currency.  
10 Idem, 163-164. Avicenna’s Canon became a standard textbook in Bologna at the end of the thirteenth 
century. According to Biller, however, there is only evidence that students were compelled to master the 
passage on climate as late as 1405. There is evidence that it was also studied at Montpellier in the late 
thirteenth century. 
11 Idem, 165-167. 
12 Idem, 167-170. 
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towns and cities. He has raised the very important question to which extent these ideas were 

circulating beyond academic circles, perhaps in the minds of people without a ‘scientific’ basis.13 

This is extremely difficult to address, as we are dependent mostly on the writings of educated clerics 

and monks. On the other hand, to assume that for example colour prejudice (regardless of whether it 

was based upon some kind of theory) did not exist among the illiterate just because the sources are 

silent, is equally invalid. Manuscript images and church sculptures of Saracens or Jews do offer us a 

glimpse of possibly widespread prejudiced representations of the religious other as dark, monstrous, 

or large-nosed; 14 in some instances identical verbal representations were mixed up with discussions 

of climate theory. Unfortunately, however, visual representations of Christian European peoples are 

virtually non-existent in this period.15 In addition, colour prejudice need not be based upon 

knowledge of climate theory. Nonetheless, before discussing what climate theory entailed, it is 

important to emphasize that such notions of environmental influence were probably alive at least in 

the minds not only of the highly educated but also of illiterate aristocratic audiences. In the middle of 

the twelfth century, Benoît of St Maure wrote the vernacular verse Chronicles about the history of 

Norman dukes for precisely such an audience.16 In it, he states that the world’s fringes are 

uninhabitable due to the extreme coldness. Europe, at the centre of the world, is however pleasant 

and temperate; summer and winter are in balance, the region is ‘right and handsome and delightful 

and bounteous and abundant in all that a man needs’. As a region of temperance, the men of Europe 

are also of the ideal type: ‘The men there are of handsome form and of wise manners, discreet, 

reasonable, and well dressed. They are neither too tall nor too short. There they use courteous 

manners and have arts, laws and justice.’ This is related to Christendom: ‘There they believe in one 

god, the creator.’ Conversely, in the south, all this is lacking; the men there do not know the 

difference between right and wrong, have no laws, religion or reason, are worse than dogs, are black, 

chinless, horned and hairy.17 In this vernacular text we see typical elements of climate theory: the 

                                                      
13 Idem, 176-177. I would also like to point to the large number of vernacular translations and editions of 
Bartholomaeus’ encyclopedia in the fifteenth century. See chapter 1 note 4. Biller suggests to look for 
remarks about the Other in a non-religious context. I however believe that it is difficult to draw such a 
distinction, as ideas about ethnicity and religion were tightly interwoven in this period. The very fact that 
remarks are being made about ‘Jewish faces’ or Muslim ‘monstrous beings’ in for example chansons de 
geste of this period, points to the interrelation between religion and ethnicity. Also, we may surmise that 
lay people had at least a rudimentary knowledge of humoural theory as the basis of medicine and dietary 
precepts.    
14 See Sarah Lipton, Images of Intolerance: The Representation of Jews and Judaism in the Bible 
moralisée (Berkeley 1999). 
15 I refer to the image of the tailed Englishman in sculpture, but their tales are not related to climate 
theory. See chapter 6 for references. 
16 Friedman, Monstrous Races, 53-55.  
17 Benoît of St Maure, Chronique des ducs de Normandie I 11 185-203; 131-132; 136-140; 141-143, ed. 
Fahlin, vol. 1, 5-7: ‘En sunt li grant renne abitable / E riche e bel e delitable / E plantaïf e abondos / De 
quanque hue nest desiros. / De bele forme I sunt les genz / E de saiges contenemenz, / Discret, raisnable e 
bien vestu; / Trop grant ne sunt ne trop menu. / Cist sevent les afaitemenz, / Les ars, les leis, les 
jugemenz, / Cist sevent connoistre e veeir / E entendre e aperceveir  / Qu’eu n’est cún Dex, c’un criator’; 
translation by Friedman, Monstrous Races, 54. 
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temperance of the ideal mean, its influence on character and morals, and, in the Middle Ages, its 

relation to Christendom. Benoît mentions all these elements in his Old French chronicle as if they 

are matter of fact. Presumably, Benoît believed that the aristocrats of Normandy understood why the 

temperance of Europe produced excellent men.  

  

Ancient climate theory: frigid, temperate and torrid zones 

The cradle of the theory of climate, according to which the inhabitants of the world are differentiated 

as a result of atmospheric and environmental conditions, stands in Greek antiquity. The basic 

ingredients of the theory of environment consist of the notion that climate and geography determine 

man’s physical appearance and character, although the latter might also be influenced by law and 

culture. This environmental notion was persistent in both Greek and Roman ancient thought, and 

subsequently surfaced in writings on philosophy, medicine, geography, architecture, rhetoric, history 

and military theory by among others Plato, Aristotle, Galen, Vitruvius, Seneca, and Vegetius.18 One 

of the oldest texts to come down to us containing the theory is the late fifth-century BC Airs, Waters, 

Places, ascribed to Hippocrates, who opposed the cold, fierce North, inhabited by the Scythians, 

with the weaker South, Egypt and Libya (the latter part is unfortunately missing).19 In the middle lies 

Asia, where everything ‘is far more beautiful and grows to far greater size; the region is more 

cultured than the other, the character of the inhabitants is more tractable and gentle.’20 However, the 

Asians, although finely built, are lacking in courage, tenacity and will-power; they are soft and the 

region is one of pleasure. This Hippocrates relates to their political institutions and their subjugation 

by kings, as they are unfree. The Europeans, conversely, are subject to harsher conditions and are 

therefore more belligerent, courageous, and free.21 Hippocrates’ contrast between soft and hard 

environments, related to the influence of climate, altitude, moisture, dryness, and seasonal change 

was to be of lasting importance. 

                                                      
18 Glacken, Traces on the Rhodian Shore, 80-115 and Isaac, Invention of Racism, 55-168.  
19 Isaac, Invention of Racism, 60-69. 
20 Idem, 62. 
21 Idem, 63-65. Hippocrates also states topographical influences: ‘Those who live in a region which is 
mountainous, rough, high and well-watered, where the changes of the seasons show marked differences, 
are likely to be tall, well suited for endurance and courage, and such natures are likely to possess quite a 
lot of wildness and ferocity. Those who inhabit low-lying regions, that are grassy, marshy, and have more 
hot than cool winds, and where there is hot water, these will be neither tall nor well-shaped, but tend to be 
stocky, fleshy and dark-haired; they themselves are dark rather than blonde, more susceptible to phlegm 
than to bile. Similarly, courage and endurance are not by nature part of their character, but the imposition 
of law may produce them artificially.’ Cf. De aere, aquis et locis 23, 1. Translation by Isaac, Invention of 
Racism, 65.  
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Hippocrates’ dichotomy between Asia and 

Europe was along the east-west axis; indeed 

he stated that the Orient was more temperate 

due to its proximity to the sun.22 At the end of 

the twelfth century, a new translation of Airs, 

Waters, Places appeared in the Latin Europe, 

possibly influencing discussions of the east-

west dichotomy such as to be found in Gerald 

of Wales’ Topography of Ireland or 

Bartholomaeus’ On the Properties of 

Things.23 However, Hippocrates also drew a 

comparison between peoples on the north-

south axis. And, as Benjamin Isaac remarks, 

although this text is unfortunately lost to us, 

from the Roman period onwards the north-

south axis ‘eclipsed the contrast between Europe and Asia’.24 It was not until the twelfth century that 

the two concepts clearly merged again. It is to this north-south categorization that we will now turn. 

 

Divisions of the earth  

In ancient and medieval thought, the constituents of place which influenced appearance, character 

and behaviour were arranged according to various principles of arrangement on the north-south 

axis.25 An ancient theory, attributed to Parmenides, had already posited that the spherical earth was 

subdivided in five latitudinal zones, of which only two were thought to be habitable. In medieval 

times, images of such zonal divisions can be found in numerous so-called Macrobian maps.26 The 

extreme cold of the frigid zones around the poles (the septentrionalis, our northern polar zone and 

the australis, our southern polar zone) and the blistering heat in the equatorial or torrid region 

between the tropics of Cancer and Capricorn (the equinoctialis) were considered regions where life 

was unsustainable. In between were two mirrored temperate zones: the solstitialis (the Tropic of 

Cancer, our northern temperate zone) and the brumalis or hyemalis (the Tropic of Capricorn or 

southern temperate zone).27 Whether or not the brumalis in the Southern Hemisphere was actually 

inhabited, was however subject to debate in the Middle Ages. Sometimes known as the 

‘Antipodum’, the temperate zone in the Southern Hemisphere was designated as the home of the 

                                                      
22 Isaac, Invention of Racism, 62.  
23 Biller, ‘Proto-racial thought’, 161. 
24 Idem, 67. 
25 Ziegler, ‘Physiognomy, science’, 185. 
26 Edson, Mapping Time and Space, 6-7.  
27 Wright, Geographical Lore, 157. 

Zonal map. The northern temperate zone is cut off from the 

southern temperate zone (temperata anteecorum) by an 

insurpassable ocean and torrid zone. Troyes Bibliothèque 

Municipale MS 804 f. 233v. in Macrobius’ Dream of Scipio, 

eleventh century. 
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Antipodes, people whose feet pointed in the opposite direction and who were completely cut off 

from the north by a vast equatorial ocean.28  

     In discussions about climate, divisions between cold, temperate and hot zones were usually 

restricted to the northern, habitable hemisphere, which was hedged in between a frigid and a torrid 

zone. To complicate matters, in the early half of the first century BC, the Greek philosopher and 

astronomer Poseidonius had further divided the earth’s habitable surface into seven climata, strips 

running from east to west along latitudinal lines and set apart by thirty-minute differences in 

duration on the longest day, from the Dnieper in the north (50ºN) to the Meroë in the south (12ºN), 

in present-day Sudan. Visual representations of this sevenfold division remained scarce before the 

twelfth century and were restricted in earlier periods to Arab map making.29 On either side of these 

habitable limits savage peoples purportedly dwelled, inhabiting the ante-climata and ultra-climata. 

According to the classical theory, the fourth and fifth zones were considered the most temperate.30 

These zones corresponded roughly to the region of the Mediterranean Sea. In addition, in the second 

century AD Ptolemy also developed a strand of environmental theory relating man’s physical and 

mental constitution to astrological influences. According to his astrological ethnology the revolving 

spheres of the seven planets and the stars imparted their ‘virtues’ by discharging their rays. In the 

later Middle Ages, astrological influences purportedly influenced Jewish physical constitutions, 

resulting in stereotypes about the Jewish melancholy complexion.31  

 

Ideal temperate climate 

Even in classical antiquity, intellectuals tampered with the positioning of the ideal climatic zone was 

tampered with. Just as twelfth-century Benoît later stated that Europe was the most ideal temperate 

region, in ancient thought there was an ethnocentric tendency to situate the ideal temperate clime in 

the core region of power and culture – whether speaking broadly of the temperate zone, or more 

specifically of the fourth or fifth clime. Over the centuries, we accordingly see slight shifts in the 

                                                      
28 Additionally, the Antipodeans were sometimes located in a fourth austral continent lying south of the 
equator, as depicted on so-called Beatus maps in the commentary on the Apocalypse by eighth-century 
Benedictine Beatus of Liebàna. For a full discussion of the Antipodal races, see Friedman, Monstrous 
Races, 37-58.   
29 Edson, Mapping Time and Space, 7. 
30 Van der Lugt, ‘La peau noire’, 448.  
31 For the planetary influence of Saturn on the melancholy complexion, and generally for astrology and 
humoural theory, see Raymond Klibansky, Erwin Panofsky and Fritz Saxl, Saturn and Melancholy: 
Studies in the History of Natural Philosophy, Religion and Art (repr. London 1964); Tooley, ‘Bodin and 
the Mediaeval Theory of Climate’, 66-69; Biller, ‘“Scientific” view of Jews’. Each point on earth was 
subject to the rays imparted by that part of heaven within its horizon, the intensity of the rays depending 
on the angle of incidence at which they fell on the earth’s inhabitants. As the heavens revolved, so the 
earth’s inhabitants were subject to a constantly changing influence of the stars. The planets and signs 
were also linked to the earth’s regions. Since the days of Ptolemy, the twelve signs were lumped together 
in four triplicities. Each of these was tied up with the four quarters of the inhabitable world, represented 
by the four cardinal points on the compass. Moreover, each triplicity was coupled to one of the four 
elements and the planets. There was, however, disagreement over the attribution of the triplicities to the 
four quarters.  
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designated coordinates of the temperate region. Just as Greece had been the temperate middle in 

Greek times, thus in Roman times, Pliny emphatically placed Campania in Italy in the temperate 

middle. Here, nature had excelled, in a joyous mood, rendering ‘all that invigorating healthfulness all 

the year round, the climate so temperate, the plains so fertile, the hills so sunny, the glades so secure, 

the groves so shady!’32 Such were the benefits of the forests, the fertile fields, bearing corn, vines, 

olives, such its healthy livestock, numerous ports facilitating commerce, and such the character and 

customs of its inhabitants. Furthermore, according to Pliny, to the south lived the Ethiopians, 

scorched by the sun’s heat and with frizzled hair, while, in the opposite and frozen parts of the earth, 

there were nations with white skins and long blond hair. The latter ‘are fierce owing to the rigidity of 

their climate but the former [Ethiopians] wise because of the mobility of theirs’.33 In the middle, and 

similar to Benoît’s representation, ‘owing to a healthy blending of both elements, there are tracts that 

are fertile for all sorts of produce, and men are of medium bodily stature, with a marked blending 

even in the matter of complexion; customs are gentle, senses clear, intellects fertile and able to grasp 

the whole of nature’.34 As in Hippocratic thought – and a precursor to medieval accusations of 

lawlessness among the Irish – Pliny also makes a connection with political institutions, as those in 

the ideal middle ‘also have governments, which the outer races never have possessed, any more than 

they have ever been subject to the central races, being quite detached and solitary on account of the 

savagery of the nature that broods over those regions’.35 In summary, this tripartite scheme placed an 

ideal society in the temperate middle; to the south and north lived untrustworthy beings and 

‘savages’ as a result of their climates, which were too hot or too cold.  

In ancient times, the ideal middle was located in Greece and Rome respectively. In the twelfth 

century, this sparked some subtle climatic engineering. Before examining twelfth-century attempts at 

theoretically organizing global warming, I will however first discuss the underlying medical 

humoural theory of the complexions, which explains how environment determined mental and 

physical characteristics. Indeed, climate theory is so intrinsically tied up with humoural theory that it 

is almost impossible to view them separately. Given that temperature and humidity were considered 

fundamental qualities influencing the bodily complexion, situation and climate were important 

variables influencing complexions. It is clear that theories of the influence of climate, topography 

and the stellar constellation thus provided the ‘scientific’ backbone for ethnic stereotypes.36 

  
                                                      
32 Pliny the Elder, Historia naturalis III 5 40-42, transl. Rackham, 32-33: ‘tota ea vitalis ac perennis 
salubritas, talis caeli temperies, tam fertiles campi, tam aprici colles, tam innoxii saltus, tam opaca 
nemora’. Quotations from classical literature in this book are from Oxford Classical Texts or from 
Teubner editions. Translations are from Loeb editions.  
33 Idem, II  80, 189, transl. Rackham, 320-321: ‘trucis vero ex caeli rigore has, illas mobilitate sapientes’.  
34 Idem, II, 80, 190, transl. Rackham, 320-323: ‘medio vero terrae salubri utrimque mixtura fertiles ad 
omnia tractus, medicos corporum habitus magna et in colore temperie, ritus molles, sensus liquidos, 
ingenia fecunda totiusque naturae capacis’.  
35 Idem, II, 80, 190, Rackham, 322-323: ‘isdem imperia, quae numquam extimis gentibus fuerint, sicut ne 
illae quidem his paruerint avolsae ac pro immanitate naturae urguentis illas solitariae’.  
36 Goldenberg, ‘Racism, color symbolism’, 91. 
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Humoural theory  

What does the theory of humours entail? Whereas the classical tradition generally arranged peoples 

according to a tripartite scheme of frigid, temperate and torrid regions, the medical theory of the 

complexions was based upon the fourfold scheme of the phlegmatic, sanguine, choleric and 

melancholic. It is unclear how the doctrine of humours first evolved. Ideas that environment, 

altitude, winds and waters affected man’s physical and mental constitution were, as we have seen, 

certainly circulating among ancient Greek philosophers such as Hippocrates and Aristotle. The first 

to formalize the theory of the humours, however, was Galen in the second century AD. Especially in 

On the Temperaments and The Faculties of the Soul (written sometime after 193 AD), Galen 

expounded how Aristotle’s elements and qualities together determined the four bodily humours. 

According to Aristotle’s teaching, the four elements (air, fire, water and earth) are qualified by 

primae qualitates. The latter must satisfy three criteria: (1) they must be tangible (άπτικóς haptikos, 

‘sensitive to touch’), (2) they must be capable to enact qualitative change and (3) must be opposites 

in pairs. Of the seven opposite pairs which Aristotle recognized, only two pairs satisfied the second 

condition, namely hot/cold and moist/dry, because a body which is for example hot can transfer 

these qualities to another body, but a body which is hard (also a prima qualitas) cannot make 

another body hard. Thus the elements of the physical world are characterized by four possible 

combinations: air – hot and moist; fire – hot and dry; water – cold and moist; earth – hot and moist. 

These four combinations, depending on their mixing and separation, determine matter in the physical 

world. Each of the four combinations has its counterpart in the human body, and each matches a 

bodily humour.37 The diagram below offers an overview of the elements, qualities, humours and 

their corresponding attributes.38   
ELEMENT QUALITY HUMOUR SEASON TRIPLICITIES  
 
Air 

 
hot and 
moist 

 
blood (sanguine) 

 
Spring 

 
Jupiter, 
Gemini, 
Taurus, Aries 

 
morning, red, 
sweet, 
continuous 
fever, heart 

 
Fire 

 
hot and dry 

 
yellow bile 
(choleric) 

 
Summer 

 
Mars, Virgo, 
Leo, Cancer 

 
midday, 
yellow, bitter, 
tertiary fever, 
spleen 

 
Water 

 
cold and 
moist 

 
phlegm 
(phlegmatic) 

 
Winter 

 
Moon, Pisces, 
Aquarius, 
Capricorn 

 
evening, 
white, salty, 
quotidian 
fever, brain 

 
Earth 

 
cold and 
dry 

 
Black bile 
(melancholy) 

 
Autumn 

 
Saturn, 
Scorpio, 
Sagittarius, 
Libra 

 
afternoon, 
black, sour, 
quartan fever, 
liver 

  
                                                      
37 Noga Arikha, Passions and Tempers: A History of the Humours (New York 2007), 5; see also 
Dijksterhuis, Mechanisering van het Wereldbeeld, 23-24. 
38 I have used Arikha’s diagram in Passions and Tempers, 11 as a point of departure.   
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Disease was thought to set in when these qualities, such as hot and cold, dry and moist were 

imbalanced.39 However, the bodily humours not only brought about health or disease. They were 

also thought to work upon man’s physical appearance and mental state, as according to ancient 

medical theory the balance between the bodily humours also determined somebody’s complexion, 

which determined his character.40 Especially in the Latin tradition, starting with Isidore and Bede, 

this notion spawned ‘humoural types’.41 As Roger Bacon (c. 1214-c.1294) thus stated, radical 

complexions determined men’s dispositions in regards to morals, learning and languages, crafts and 

workmanship.42  

How then did complexions influence mental characteristics according to humoural theory? 

Underlying belief was that the soul’s faculties, located according to Galen in the brain (whereas 

Aristotle located these in the heart), were fed by the bodily humours. The passions issuing from the 

humours were actions of the body. In Galen’s theory, the humours traversed from the liver to the 

heart via the veins, and from heart to brain via the arteries, carried along by the ‘spirits’ (pneumata, 

particles transported in the blood of the pneuma, the ‘breath’ or ‘vital principle’, for Aristotle the 

instrument of the heart-based soul).43 The spirits, along the way, were metamorphosed from natural 

pneumata (in the liver) via vital pneumata (in the heart) to ‘animal’ or ‘psychic’ pneumata.44 These 

bodily spirits were viewed as the primary constituents of the soul.45 The worldly sensitive soul 

(separate from the higher, rational soul) was, according to Plato, made up of two parts: in the heart 

was the vital soul, which was subject to the emotions of hope and anger; the liver housed the 

vegetative soul (which might seek good, and was subject to desire and aversion). In the brain the 

sense perceptions were located separate from will and reason.46  

All this activity was the result of ‘appetite’, leading to the transmission of sense perceptions. 

Indeed, all knowledge was viewed to come from the organs of sense, and the more acute the sensory 

impressions, the more intense the thought process. If, however, sense impressions, which were 

transported to the brain by the ‘spirits’, were impeded by hot (thick) blood (in a cold climate), the 

senses were dulled. At the same time, the hot-blooded man, in a cold climate, retained large 

quantities of blood and therefore remained fearless. Hence the thick, hot-blooded man was, in 

Marian Tooley’s words, ‘confident and assertive, impatient, magnanimous, greedy of honour and 

power, and a great fighter’ – the makings of a bold knight –, whereas the southerner was timid, puny 

                                                      
39 Glacken, Traces on the Rhodian Shore, 10-12.  
40 Idem, 8. 
41 Klibansky, Panofsky, and Saxl, Saturn and Melancholy, 102. 
42 Roger Bacon, Opus Maius, ed. Bridges, vol. 2, 138. Citation drawn from Tooley, ‘Bodin and the 
Mediaeval Theory of Climate’, 74. 
43 Arikha, Passions and Tempers, 23. According to Galen, this pneuma was actually produced by the 
humours. 
44 Idem, 38-39. 
45 Ziegler, ‘Physiognomy, science’, 189. 
46 Arikha, Passions and Tempers, 37-39. The higher rational soul was located in the brain’s ventricles. 
The two anterior ventricles were thought to house sense perception and imagination; the middle reason, 
and the posterior memory. 
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and vengeful. The thinner the blood, however, the finer the sense impressions, and thus, the greater 

the intelligence.47 As we shall see, from the twelfth century this was adopted by clerics in North-

West Europe as an explanation why the southerners were purportedly adept at the sciences and the 

occult. 

It must be noted that according to most texts containing the theory of climate, heat and coldness 

brought about an opposite effect: cold climates produced men with hot (sanguine) temperaments, 

whereas hot climates resulted in a cold melancholic humour. The latter was based upon the belief 

that external heat drew the moisture and ‘spirits’ from the body, thus lowering inner temperature and 

vitality. Indeed, according to Albertus Magnus, the lifespan of those in the south was shorter because 

of a lack of natural virtus in hot regions.48 Conversely, external cold maintained internal heat and 

moisture by closing the pores of the skin and blocking off evaporation. In his translation known as 

the Liber pantegni, part of the standard curriculum for medical students in Salerno, Constantine the 

African states this very clearly, saying that those living in the temperate region (who could be 

singled out by their hair colour) were honest. Conversely, in the intemperate region, dark men ‘with 

curly and thick hair, dry skin, small, thin bodies, round faces, concave eyes, and large noses’ were 

often deceitful, ‘and indeed they are cold within and thus rendered very timid. Although they appear 

from this sign to be hot, they are not. For the intense heat extracts from the interior to the exterior 

their natural heat and thus they are cold within.’ In the northern cold region, under the great or small 

pole, people ‘have blond, soft hair, and are white, with a red and white face, broad bodied and quick 

footed because of the built-up heat in their breast. Their complexion is hot and thus they are 

audacious and strong, and hot, although they seem cold. Thus you can tell someone’s humour not 

from hair and colour but from complexion.’49   

However, according to humoural theory, this did not apply to extremely cold regions, such as the 

ultimate North. There, the pores closed as a result of the extreme cold; in the body too much 

moisture consequently heaped up (as in the phlegmatic), clogging the brain with the snotty substance 

of phlegm and lowering the body temperature.50 

To summarize: in the south, in warm regions, lived intelligent though fickle, timid peoples as a 

result of evaporation of thick blood (or virtus?) due to the sun’s heat. In the colder regions, men were 

                                                      
47 Tooley, ‘Bodin and the Mediaeval Theory of Climate’, 74-75; Van der Lugt, ‘La peau noire’, 453-454.  
48 Ziegler, ‘Physiognomy, science’, 173. 
49 Constantinus Africanus, Liber Pantegni I 20: ‘pili crispi et asperi, sicca cutis, inferior pars corporis 
subtilis: facies tumida, oculi concavi, nasi magni atque interiora frigida et ideo inanimositas eos debilitat. 
(…) pili sunt flavi lenes et albi color albus facies rubicunda pectora lata pedes subtiles propter 
adunationes caloris in pectore fugientis a perdum extremitate. Eorum complexio est calido et ob hoc fiunt 
audaces atque fortes et tamen cum non sint: videntur esse frigidi. Ergo in humori non est certitudo a 
colore et pilis sed ex complexione sui.’ 
50 Tooley, ‘Bodin and the Mediaeval Theory of Climate’, 72. See also for example the Pseudo-
Aristotelian Problemata XIV 16, transl. by E.S. Forster, in Jonathan Barnes (ed.), The Complete Works of 
Aristotle (Princeton 1984), vol. 2, where the question is raised whether ‘human beings have a natural 
tendency which counteracts the effect of locality and season (for, if both had the same tendency, they 
would soon be destroyed).’  
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more dapper because of the internal heat in their bodies. According to humoural theory, men in a 

cold dry environment were internally hot and moist, and this was viewed as the ideal temperament. 

In the far North however, lived the phlegmatic, due to the extreme cold.  

 

Applying climate theory in the twelfth century 

Now that we have discussed briefly how humours were viewed to influence a person’s appearance 

and mental state, we must examine in more detail how these notions were applied from the twelfth 

century onwards. Jumping to the sixteenth century, French legal thinker and political philosopher 

Jean Bodin undertook to examine how the arrangement of a Republic should be tailored to the 

characteristics of its inhabitants. Applying the humoural theory to the European nations, he 

concluded in Six Books of the Commonwealth that the Scandinavians were phlegmatic, the Germans 

sanguine, the Frenchmen choleric and the Spaniards melancholic.51 There is no evidence that in the 

twelfth or thirteenth century ethnic humoural reasoning was as precise. Whether or not those living 

in France, for example were viewed as sanguine – viewed as the ideal complexion as these men 

retained their inner heat –, choleric, or melancholy is not discussed expressly in this period. 

Nonetheless, this period did lay the first foundations for a more defined attribution of specific 

humours to peoples; for instance, from the sources traces can be gleaned that Bartholomaeus 

Anglicus believed the Slavs to be phlegmatic, and that Albertus Magnus considered Germans to be 

‘thick’. Indeed on closer examination, Bartholomaeus seems to apply the theory of climate in many 

of his descriptions of the character and physical appearance of northerly peoples, although without 

explicitly mentioning the humours in these paragraphs. This will be discussed further below.  

Can we possibly relate these early examples of the application of humoural theory to an 

increasing sense of identity in the new core of North-West Europe, in a desire to distinguish more 

clearly between the inhabitants in this region, in relation to their relative position on the north-south 

axis, in colder or hotter climates? This is a relevant question as cold regions were, according to 

Aristotle’s Politics, inhabited by peoples ‘full of spirit, but deficient in skill and intelligence’.52 In 

Bartholomaeus’ day, the relevant issue was, however, how cold. For cold and dry were essentially 

beneficial qualities, generating a sanguine temperament of boldness, intelligence and merriment. 

Only cold and wet – too much frigidity – created a phlegmatic constitution – entailing stupidity and 

tardiness. Within the cold North, the distinction was thus a subtle one. Moreover, in more general 

terms, whereas the North was lumped together in antiquity, the desire grew for a more detailed and 

nuanced differentiation of the peoples living in this region. It is therefore useful to look in greater 

detail at representations of the North in Bartholomaeus Anglicus’ and Albertus Magnus’ work, as 
                                                      
51 Jean Bodin, Six Livres de la République V 1 (Paris 1608), 677. Cf. Tooley, ‘Bodin and the Mediaeval 
Theory of Climate’, 72-73. His reasoning departed from the premise that the north fell in the frigid zone, 
the south in the torrid, and that east and west were both temperate. The west, however, was more aligned 
to the north due to its moistness. Due to its cold climate, Bodin opted to elect the north-west corner of the 
earth as the most favoured by nature.   
52 Aristotle, Politics, 1327b, transl. in Isaac, Origins of Racism, 70-71.  
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both had knowledge of humoural and climate theory and lived in the North. Indeed, in comparison to 

other encyclopaedic compilers Bartholomaeus Anglicus’ On the Properties of Things offers not only 

the most elaborate discussion of ethnic groups in our period but also of the humours: encyclopaedists 

such as Thomas of Cantimpré barely touched upon the matter.53 According to R. James Long, 

Bartholomaeus’ book on the body is in fact ‘among the most successful of the nineteen books of 

Bartholomaeus’ encyclopaedia and quite possibly the most utilized conduit for the layman of the 

accumulated medical lore of the Greeks and Arabs’.54 Testimony to the significance of the four 

elements in On the Properties of Things – as in many medieval encyclopaedias – is borne by the 

composition, the four elements forming the backbone of Bartholomaeus’ entire description of the 

natural world, both organic and inorganic.55 As we shall see, in his work humoural theory is already 

creeping up on notions of ethnic character and colour, as he was inclined to present the most 

northerly people as phlegmatic. 

First, however, I will discuss how skin and hair colour fitted into this discussion of the identity of 

North-West Europe on the north-south axis. This is important especially as the colours black and 

white functioned within the two systems of explaining skin colour, both caused by the heat of the 

sun or coldness, and as markers of a melancholic or phlegmatic complexion.  

 

Skin colour and complexion 

As we have already seen, in the first century AD, Pliny the Elder had applied the environmental 

theory to explain the origin of differences in skin colour, relating the proximity of the sun to the 

skin’s hue: the Ethiopians, burnt by the heat of the heavenly body, were born with a scorched 

appearance and curly hair; in the opposite region of the world the peoples had frosty white skins, and 

blond, straight hair.56 According to Pliny, blackness resulted from the burning sun; whiteness, 

conversely, was said to result from the cold.57 According to thirteenth-century encyclopaedist 

Vincent of Beauvais, the Gauls were thus white-skinned ‘for the mountains and the chilliness of the 

                                                      
53 In book IV, Bartholomaeus deals with the four elements, the primary qualities of hot, cold, moist, and 
dry, the effects of food and drink, and finally the four humours: blood, phlegm, choler, and black bile. R. 
James Long, ‘Introduction’, in: Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum vol. 1 (Turnhout 
2007), 192. 
54 Long, ‘Introduction’, 191-192.  
55 This is discussed in books VIII-XVIII. Descending from the sky, with its planets and stars, the celestial 
movements, dominated by fire (books VIII-X), Bartholomaeus goes on to discuss the air and its 
meteorological aspects (XI), and, in addition, those creatures which inhabit it, namely birds (XII). Book 
XIII is dedicated to water, rivers, sea and various fishes. The following five books, finally, concentrate on 
the fourth element, earth, describing the earth’s mountains, valleys, deserts and caves (XIV), regions (XV), 
stones and metals (XVI), herbs and plants (XVII) and animals (XVIII). Bartholomaeus grounds his orderly 
arranged discussion of the humoural theory mainly on Arab Constantine the African’s translation of al-
Abbas’ Pantegni, and, to a much lesser extent on Ibn Sina’s (Avicenna’s) Canon of Medicine and a 
collection of medical texts known as the Articella. For Bartholomaeus’ use of sources, see R. James 
Long, ‘Introduction’, 196-198. 
56 Pliny the Elder, Historia Naturalis II 80, transl. Rackham, 321.  
57 This is also repeated in Albertus Magnus, De natura loci II 3. 
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sky keep the heat from the sun from this region, so that the whiteness of bodies does not darken in 

colour’.58  

It is important to remark that black skin colour here is not related to a black complexion; black 

people in Africa were not viewed as melancholics suffering from an excess of black bile, as the 

whole schema of humours related to white-skinned persons.59 Skin colour was seen as first 

determined by the heat of the sun, toasting skin and hair. A southerner with an excess of phlegm, 

would accordingly perhaps turn a lighter shade of black, but still remain dark-skinned. According to 

the eleventh-century scholar Haly, working in Cairo, an Ethiopian born when Saturn was in the 

Orient, would thus have pale skin according to Ptolemy, yet he would only be less black than other 

Ethiopians. On the other hand, a dark-skinned person who moved northwards would eventually grow 

lighter skinned, although this was a very slow process. As we shall see in chapter 3, this is testimony 

to the fluidity of the system of environmental and cultural influences, and acquired characteristics. 

In general terms, this black-white binary, whether caused by the scorching sun (in Africa) or 

extreme coldness influencing complexion (in the far North), was from early times transposed onto a 

geographical model.60 Isidore thus postulates the binary that Maures are black as night, Gauls as 

white as milk; the eleventh-century Isagoge attributed to Johannicius contains a very elementary 

distinction between white and black skin colour (the Scots and the Ethiopians).61 Albertus Magnus 

even went so far as to determine that this binary applied to animals and plants, such as rabbits and 

pepper.62 As such, the binary seems to reflect the fundamental Aristotelian idea that the ‘world was 

bred of opposites and therefore contained opposite qualities’, contrasting black and white, bitter and 

sweet, good and bad, great and small.63  

In addition, as we have seen in chapter 1, skin colour could be an important marker in 

etymological explanations of ethnic names. A tenacious explanation stated that Gallia had ‘thus been 

named since antiquity because of the whiteness of its people. For in Greek γάλα means milk, and 

therefore the Sybille called them Gauls, that is to say white, saying that their milky necks are circled 

with gold’.64 Parroting Isidore, Bartholomaeus explains that ‘Ethiopia was originally named after the 

                                                      
58 Vincent of Beauvais, Speculum Naturale XXXII 13: ‘Montes enim et rigor coeli ab ea parte solis 
ardorem excludunt, quo sit ut candor corporum non coloretur.’ Cited verbatim from Isidore, Etymologiae 
XIV 4, 25. Cf. Hrabanus Maurus, De rerum naturis XII 4, ed. Patrologia Latina 111, Col. 0350C.   
59 Van der Lugt, ‘La peau noire’, 452-453. Albertus Magnus says that colour was an external sign of 
physiology; those in the torrid region, having an abundance of yellow bile (choleric), are naturally agile 
and dry because of the evaporation of their vital spirits due to the heat, dying at a young age, and less 
fertile than people in the north. Cf. Albertus Magnus, De natura locorum II 3. 
60 Idem, 449-450.  
61 Biller, ‘Proto-racial thought’, 165; Van der Lugt, ‘La peau noire’, 447. 
62 Cited by Van der Lugt, ‘La peau noire’, 451. Albertus Magnus, De natura locorum II 3 and 4. 
63 Arikha, Passions and Tempers, 5 
64 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 66, ‘De Gallia’: ‘Quae etiam a candore populi 
sic est antiquitus nuncupata. Γάλα enim graece lac dicitur, et ideo Sibylla eos Gallos, id est, canditos 
vocat, dicens, tunc lactea colla auro innectuntur.’ It is possible to trace Isidore’s association of the Gauls 
with milky white skin to Jerome’s commentary on St. Paul’s letter to the churches in Galatians 3:1. There, 
Jerome (circa 347-420) raises the question of the origins of the Galatians, who lived in Anatolia, in 



103 

 

colour of its people, who live in the vicinity of the sun, as Isidore says in book XV. Indeed the 

colouring of the people demonstrates the force of the sun, for it is always hot.’65 

These notions of blackness or whiteness were however generally not free of value judgments, and 

as such could be viewed as expressions of Christian Europe’s superiority vis-à-vis the south and 

east.66 The colour black often had a negative connotation; in the first century AD, the blackness of 

the Ethiopians was related to sin by the Hellenized Jewish philosopher Philo, and blackness could 

refer to the unbaptized, those who were ‘black in spirit’.67 Black people (in North Africa called 

Ethiops, maurus or niger), and later Saracens (in the central Middle Ages, maurus also takes on the 

meaning of Saracen) were sometimes depicted as monstrous, devilish.68 From the twelfth century, it 

also gained moral meaning, as the bitterness of black bile was related to sin.69 The colour white, 

                                                                                                                                                            
present-day Turkey. According to the Church Father, Marcus Varro and many of his imitators had said 
many things about this people. However, as Jerome has piously pledged not to consult the heathen 
authors of antiquity, he instead – appropriately – cites Latin rhetorician Lactantius (c. 250-320). In the 
third volume of his no longer extant work admonishing the Galatians, this ‘Christian Cicero’ is to have 
said that ‘the Gauls were named Galatians because of the whiteness of their bodies.’ Cf. Hieronymus, 
Commentariorum in epistolam ad Galatos, Patrologia Latina 26, Col. 0353D: ‘Sed quia nobis propositum 
est, incircumcisos homines non introducere in templum Dei (et simpliciter fatear, multi jam anni sunt 
quod haec legere desivimus), Lactantii nostri quae in tertio ad Probum volumine de hac gente opinatus sit 
verba ponemus: Galli, inquit, antiquitus a candore corporis Galatae nuncupabantur et Sibylla sic eos 
appellat. Quod significare voluit poeta cum ait: Tum lactea colla γάλα innectuntur.’ Cf. Gervase of 
Tilbury, Otia imperialia, eds Banks and Binns, 284-285. Honorius of Autun, De imagine mundi, ed. Flint, 
62. The verse ‘their milky necks encircled with gold’ is ultimately derived from Virgil’s Aeneid VIII vs. 
660. 
65 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 52, ‘De Aethiopia’: ‘Aethiopia a colore populi 
est primitus vocata, quos Solis vicinitas tenet, ut dicit Isidore XV. Denique vim sideris prodit hominum 
color. Est enim iugis aestus.’ Cf. Isidore, Etymologiae XIV 5, 14: ‘Aethiopia dicta a colore populorum, 
quos solis vicinitas torret. Denique vim sideris prodit hominum color; est enim ibi iugis aestus; nam 
quidquid eius est, sub meridiano cardine est.’ Bartholomaeus also offers Pliny’s explanation that the men 
of Ethiopia were named after a black river. Cf. Pliny, Historia Naturalis v 44-6.  
66 It is important to note that characteristics influenced by climate were deemed both physical and 
psychological, relating to appearance, skin colour, and mental character. David Goldenberg has stated that 
most remarks based on environmental theory refer to non-physical character traits, except where black-
skinned peoples are concerned. David Goldenberg, ‘Racism, color symbolism, and color prejudice’, in 
Eliav-Feldon, Isaac and Ziegler, Origins of Racism, 88-108, here at 89. Goldenberg also states that in 
antiquity, hostility against blacks was related to their skin colour and not to a characteristic such as 
cowardice. However, it is difficult to draw a clear distinction between physical appearance and character 
based on environmental and humoural theory, which was in essence psycho-somatic. According to 
Snowden, in antiquity the image of the black was without prejudice. However, this is now contested. See 
F.M. Snowden, Before Colour Prejudice. The Ancient View of Blacks (Cambridge, Mass. 1983). For 
criticism see Van der Lugt, ‘La peau noire’, 474 note 106 for more references.   
67 Goldenberg, ‘Racism, color symbolism’, 94-96. Origen, for example, continued this allegory.  
68 Van der Lugt, ‘La peau noire’, 442-444. See for example Hahn, ‘The Difference the Middle Ages 
Makes’, and Strickland, Saracens, Demons, and Jews, for negative stereotyping in relation to the colour 
black in the Middle Ages. 
69 Klibansky, Panofsky, and Saxl, Saturn and Melancholy, 102-118. For example, in De medicina 
animae, the Picard Hugo of Folieto writes in the twelfth century: ‘For the doctors say that the sanguine 
are sweet, cholerics bitter, melancholics sad, and phlegmatics equable; thus in contemplation lies 
sweetness, from remembrance of sin comes bitterness, from its commission grief, from its atonement 
equanimity.’ Quoted in Saturn and Melancholy, 107. 
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conversely, was related to concepts of virtue and purity and associated with Christian rebirth in 

Christ.70 

In this period, besides the binary black-white, shades of whiteness seem to slowly gain meaning 

within ‘white’ Europe. With the elaboration of humoural theory awareness seemed to grow of 

variations between various white peoples, especially the extremely pale. In antiquity, remarks about 

the large-bodied and white-skinned Scythians had already expressed disdain.71 Bartholomaeus 

speaks of the extreme whiteness of the Slavs, which he relates to their phlegmatic complexion of 

clogged up senses and tardiness, hardly positive characteristics.72 Shades of whiteness were also 

remarked upon without value judgement. Thus, in Bartholomaeus’ view, the ‘province of Galicia is 

in Spain, and is so called because of the whiteness of its people, for they are said to be whiter than 

the other regions of the Spanish.’73 As Maaike van der Lugt remarks, at the end of the thirteenth 

century, Alexander of Roes called the Spanish Mauri, and remarked that the French were whiter than 

the Spanish, but less so than the Germans or English.74 In some cases, this might be explicitly based 

upon climate theory. The commentary on Sacrobosco’s The Sphere (Tractatus de Sphera) ascribed 

to the thirteenth-century astronomer Michael Scot while lecturing in Paris in the 1230s, places 

Holland, Frisia, Saxony and Dacia in the frigid region, and says that those born in the arctic pole ‘are 

white, and the colour white is the daughter of cold’, for which reason one encounter many white men 

there.75  

If we look in more detail at Bartholomaeus’ and Albertus Magnus’ discussion of whiteness the 

suggestion arises that the notion of complexion and the idea that ethnic skin colour was determined 

by hot or cold climates, were intermingling. Albertus Magnus says that black people, born in the 

fourth or fifth clime, whose blackness is caused by their parents’ complexion born in the first or 

second clime, will slowly turn whiter if they remain in the more northerly climes.76 Is their skin 

colour here related to their complexion? Notably, Bartholomaeus also writes of the Indians that 

although they are ‘of great stature’, and never suffer headaches from the sun, they are ‘sad’. Does 

this mean melancholic? Bartholomaeus also relates skin colour to the physiology of women from the 

north. In his passage on cold in his book on medicine, Bartholomaeus establishes the relationship 

between hot, cold, moist and dry and physical appearance, saying that ‘cold is the mother of 
                                                      
70 Giles Constable, The Reformation of the Twelfth Century (Cambridge 1996), 188-193 argues that 
white was associated specifically with angels and a victorious Christ in the Apocalypse 1:14, where his 
head and hair would be snowy white as wool. 
71 Goldenberg, ‘Racism, color symbolism’, 92. 
72 Van der Lugt, ‘La peau noire’, 446-447.  
73 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 65, ‘De Gallicia’: ‘Gallicia provincia est in 
Hispania, a candore populi regionis sic nominata, prae caeteris enim partibus Hispanorum dicuntur esse 
albiores.’ Isidore, Etymologiae IX 2,110: ‘Galleci a candore dicti, unde et Galli. Reliquis enim Spaniae 
populis candidiores existunt. Hii Grecam sibi originem asserunt; unde et naturali ingenio callent.’ 
74 Cf. Alexander of Roes, Memoriale XV; Van der Lugt, ‘La peau noire’, 442-444. 
75 Lynn Thorndike, The Sphere of Sacrobosco and Its Commentators (The University of Chicago Press: 
Chicago, 1949), 335-336: ‘Et aliud est signum quod ibi nascentur, quia sunt albe, et albeldo est filia 
frigiditatis, unde in Hollandia, Frisia, Saxonia, Dacia sunt in campis in magna quantitate.’  
76 Cf. Albertus Magnus, De natura loci II 3. 
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whiteness and pallor, as heat is the mother of the colours black and red’. Here he lays a relationship 

with two groups of peoples: ‘Hence the hot regions produce black and dark men, as among the 

Moors, the cold regions produce white men, as among the Slavs, as Aristotle says in On the 

Heavens.’ Are the Moors, in his view, therefore coloured black and red as a result of the heat, the 

Slavs phlegmatic and white because of the cold? ‘For in the cold regions the women’s wombs are 

disposed to conceive such progeny. Therefore, they beget children with white skins, and long, blond, 

straight, loose hair. The opposite applies to the torrid regions, where women bear children that are 

black, having little curly hair, as can be seen in Ethiopia.’77  

Those with white skins and straight blond hair are also ‘tough-minded and forgetful; they have 

small appetites and sleep a lot, are heavy-going and slow’.78 These characteristics of the people in 

the north seem to correspond greatly with the phlegmatic, who is ‘listless, heavy and slow, dull of 

wit and forgetful, soft-fleshed and languid. He is of a bluish colour, white-faced, fearful, spitting and 

snivelling, sluggish and slothful, with a small appetite, little thirst. (…) His hair is soft, blond and 

straight; his pulse weak, thick and slow, urine white, thick, crude and discoloured. He is fat, stocky 

and short, his skin plain and without hair.’79 In On the Nature of Places, Albertus Magnus too writes 

that ‘conversely, the Goths and the Dacians from the west, and the Slavs from the east, having been 

born on the boundary of some clime and beyond, are white on account of the cold, and because their 

bodies are not porous, and because the place in which they live is cold, and the cold constricts their 

bodies, much moisture remains in them. And this extends their bodies and makes them fleshy and 

phlegmatic.’80 The bodily pores are constricted, pushing the digested vapours back to the stomach. 

There, they turn into a watery fluid, ‘as in boiling pots steam is reflected to the cover and is 

converted to water, and is distilled on the pot from which steam has been raised’. The retaining of 

fluid makes the phlegmatic man fat. Hence the oversized phlegmatic woman’s life is at risk during 

childbirth, for the firmness of her body impedes a speedy delivery. However, northern women rarely 

                                                      
77 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum IV 2, ‘De frigiditate’: ‘Frigiditas mater est albedinis 
et palloris, sicut caliditas mater est nigredinis et ruboribus. Unde in calidis regionibus nascuntur nigri 
homines et fusci, sicut apud Mauros. In frigidis vero nascuntur albi, sicut apud Sclavos, ut dicit 
Aristoteles in libro De celo et mundo. Et assignat rationem: quia ex dominio frigiditatis in frigidis 
regionibus matrices mulierum ad talem fetum disponuntur; unde procreant albos filios secundum cutem, 
et longos et flavos ac molles et laxos crines habentes. E contrario autem est in calidis regionibus, ubi 
pariunt filios nigros, crispos et paucos habentes crines, ut apparet in Ethiopibus.’   
78 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum IV 2, ‘De frigiditate’: ‘Intellectus durus et 
obliviosus, appetitus parvus et somnus multus, incessus gravis et tardis.’   
79 Idem, IV 9, ‘De flegmatis proprietatibus’: ‘deses, gravis et tardus et sensu hebes, mente obliviosus, 
carne mollis et fluidus, colore lividus, albidus in facie, timidus, sputis et excreationibus multis plenus, 
piger et somniculosus, parvi appetitus, parve sitis. (…) Crine mollis est, flavus et laxus, cuius pulsus est 
mollis, grossus et tardus, urina alba, spissa, cruda et discolorata, statura pinguis et grossa, in 
extremitatibus brevis et curta, cuius cutis superficies plana et lenis ac a pilis denudata.’ 
80 Albertus Magnus, De natura loci II 3, ed. Hossfeld, 27,  transl. Tilmann, 102-103: ‘E contrario autem 
Daci et Gothi ex parte occidentis et Sclavi et Parthi ex parte orientis, nati in fine septimi climatis et ultra, 
sunt albi propter frigus complexionale ipsorum. Et quia corpora eorum porosa non sunt et locus eorum est 
frigidus constringens corpora eorum, remanet umidum multum in eis. Et hoc auget corpora eorum et facit 
ea carnosa et fleumatica.’ 
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conceive, for the cold constricts their veins and instead of a menstrual flow, they tend to suffer from 

frequent nose bleeds.81  

In On the Nature of Places, Albertus seemingly also classifies the German peoples as leaning 

towards the phlegmatic. Because of the little evaporation of bodily fluids, they have ‘a thick head of 

hair and it is straight, not curly. On account of the heaviness of their bodies, they do not engage in 

spirited activities. Their humour is thick and bodily spirit does not respond to the motion and 

receptivity of mental activity. Therefore, they are dull-witted and stupid.’82 They do conceive more 

readily, and the retention of the bodily spirits, making the body hotter, gives them courage and 

strength – a reputation wholly in keeping with Seneca’s or Tacitus’ opinion of the Germans. Luckily, 

as we shall see in chapter 3, German students who moved southwards to follow courses at the 

university of Bologna, could attain greater intelligence because of the city’s slightly warmer climate. 

Albertus also explicitly mentions that the Ethiopians are characterized by the choleric rather than the 

phlegmatic or melancholic humour.83 Although their skin colour was not determined by black bile, 

they are thus attributed a specific temperament, that of the choleric. 

In this period, the ideal sanguine complexion was reflected in the colours white-red, whereas in 

antiquity it had been light brown, which, as David Goldenberg remarks, is another testimony of how 

ethnocentricity can determine taste.84 The sanguine temperament (a combination of hot and moist) 

was considered more praiseworthy as it was the outcome of perfect digestion.85 In physiognomic 

treatises the ideal well-tempered person was a mixture of red and white and had a brilliant skin.86 In 

Johannitius’ Isagoge, copied into Vincent of Beauvais’ Mirror of Doctrine, we can thus read in ‘On 

Colours’ that those with a balanced complexion are ruddy white, and that the colours of complexion 

reflect mental states, such as fear, wrath or sadness;87 in addition, Vincent of Beauvais quotes 

Razhes, who says that blondness represents instability and madness, brilliant redness veracity and 

blackness a paucity of morals.88  

                                                      
81 Idem, II 3, ed. Hossfeld, 27, transl. Tilmann, 103: ‘sicut in olla fervente reflectitur fumus ad operculum 
et convertitur in aquam et distillat in ollam, ex qua fumus est elevatus.’  
82 The full quotation in idem, II 3, ed. Hossfeld, 27, transl. Tilmann, 104: ‘Et sunt pili eorum multi et 
laxi, non crispi. Operationes autem eorum animals non vigent propter spissitudinem, quippe umor eorum 
est piger et spissus nec oboedit motui et receptioni formarum animalium. Sunt igitur tales hebetes et 
stolidi, nisi hoc sit ex studio exercitio. Sed quando moventur, dia durant et efficiuntur multo meliores post 
exercitium. Huius autem signum est, quod communitas populi meridionalis semper studet circa leges et 
studia liberalia et artes, de quibus non multum curat populus Dacus et Sclavorum.’ 
83 Albertus Magnus, De natura loci II 3. See also Biller, ‘Proto-racial thought’, 164 note 25, where late 
thirteenth-century Bernard de Gordon is quoted  saying that the Africans are choleric. 
84 Goldenberg, ‘Color symbolism’, 90. 
85 Long, ‘Introduction’, 194.  
86 Ziegler, ‘Physiognomy, science’, 183-184. In the fifteenth century, Savonarola linked this to Christ’s 
facial complexion and moral perfection, just as Adam had a perfectly balanced complexion. I refer 
however to chapter 3, wherein is discussed how much earlier, Hildegard of Bingen and Alexander 
Neckham stated that Adam had a perfectly balanced temperament before the Fall. 
87 Vincent of Beauvais, Speculum doctrinale XIII 50.  
88 Idem, quoting Razi in Almansore IIa parte: ‘Color rufus aut rubeus, sanguinis et caloris innuit 
multitudinem. Color autem inter rubeum et album medius, equalem significat complexionem, si cum hoc 
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It certainly cannot be argued that twelfth-century medical texts about complexions contained 

elaborate discussions on ethnic character. Joseph Ziegler has shown clearly that this idealization of 

the perfect complexion in physiognomic treatises lacked an ethnic component before 1500.89 As he 

states: ‘It is wrong to draw the learned physiognomy of the later Middle Ages into the debates about 

the virulent delegitimization of non-Christian minorities.’90 In physiognomic treatises, it was Christ 

who represented the ideal balanced complexion, not an ethnic category, such as the Greek male in 

ancient Greek physiognomy.91 However, as Joseph Ziegler himself notes, the question remains to 

what extent learned physiognomy influenced those writers composing portraits of men of various 

ethnic backgrounds in for example chansons de geste or historiographical writing.92 Although the 

ethnic component is not mentioned explicitly in physiognomic treatises, scholars might have 

associated ethnic groups with colour schemes and other physical characteristics. From the beginning 

of the thirteenth century, ethnic categories thus tentatively creep into discussions on the humours. 

Although these humours did not offer an explanation for the difference between black and white skin 

colour, they distinguish among ‘white skinned’ groups within Europe, whose complexions could be 

extremely white (phlegmatic), ruddy white (sanguine), or darker (choleric).93 From the late 

thirteenth century – falling beyond the scope of this study – ethnicities were increasingly related to 

specific humours, which were sometimes viewed as ‘hereditary’. Attributed behavioural, 

psychological characteristics, often based on prejudice, were thus increasingly given a ‘scientific 

basis’ and related to physical appearance. Discussions evolved, for example, about how melancholia 

under certain stellar constellations influenced the timid and lecherous character of Jews. The ‘sexual 

hotness’ of black women was interpreted by Albertus Magnus climatically, indicating how 

‘scientific’ theory might be construed to valorise prejudice of the sexual southerner in the course of 

the thirteenth century.94  

 

Scientific theory might be subtly tampered with in order to paint a prettier picture. With the 

introduction of degrees of whiteness, and the distinction that the Slavs (and, as we shall see, 

Icelandic people) were extremely white, it would seem that Bartholomaeus was creating a dichotomy 

between those men living in the extreme North and in the German territories – where he himself was 

                                                                                                                                                            
etiam cutis nuda fuerit a pilis. Color flavus significat instabilitatem et maniam. Rubeus et clarus, 
verecundiam. Viridis aut niger, morum parvitatem.’ 
89 Ziegler, ‘Physiognomy, science’, 183. 
90 Idem, 188. 
91 Idem, 183-184. 
92 Idem, 188. 
93 Maaike van der Lugt’s remark that the medical model of skin colour only refers to white people and 
therefore to indivuals, does not take into account that there can be perceptions of difference between 
‘white’ people. However, this indeed is unrelated to modern classification of races. See Van der Lugt, ‘La 
peau noire’, 447 and Ziegler, ‘Physiognomy, science’, 184. 
94 Biller, ‘Proto-racial thought’, 174-175. See also see Biller, ‘A “scientific” view of Jews’, 143-144. 
Arnau de Vilanova made very specific remarks about black men shaped like monkeys, who were 
uncivilized, frightened of shedding blood, quick to use trickery, and full of lust. 
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working and living. Indeed, with a little tweaking, a little climatic engineering, it was reasonably 

easy to present a more positive image of the not so extreme North. Accordingly, in Bartholomaeus’ 

text the region of the German territories – in contrast to the extreme North – was presented as more 

salubrious and less cold than in traditional sources. In order to do so, the boundary of the North was 

pushed to its extremities, and the image of those in the extreme north was dichotomized as the 

religious other on the fringes of Europe. At the same time, the climate of Paris – the new home of 

knowledge, the fountain of the clergy – was presented as a place of beauty, bounty and a salubrious 

environment. From the early twelfth century the Orient, conversely, though enjoying a warm climate 

and thus in theory producing intelligent men, was sometimes represented as a place of guile, 

deception and heresy.  

 

The pursuit of temperance 

As discussed in chapter 1, after sketching the geographical boundaries of Europe, from Alania and 

the present-day Sea of Azov to Greece and Italy to the south, Bartholomaeus attempts to define 

Europe in relation to the two other known continents on earth: Asia and Africa, using climate theory:  

 

The heat of the sun persistently beats down upon the Africans, and by thus consuming their 

humours, makes them short-bodied, with black faces and frizzled hair. And because the spirits 

evaporate through the open pores, they are lacking in courage. But the opposite is true of the 

people in the north. For the cold, stopping the pores from without, generates humours in the 

body, and makes the men fleshy, and from this cold, which is the mother of whiteness, their skin 

and faces are white, and the vapours and spirits are pressed within, making them hotter within, 

and consequently, more bold.95  

 

Bartholomaeus is repeating the traditional north-south blueprint developed in antiquity. The passage 

is strongly reminiscent of Pliny’s exposition that the northern people ‘are fierce owing to the rigidity 

of their climate, but the former [southerners] wise because of the mobility of theirs’. What is 

striking, however, is Bartholomaeus’ careful editing of the classic north-south dichotomy, as he 

conveniently leaves out the correlating characteristics of courage and cowardice. Indeed, in theory, 

the southerners’ weakness was complemented by their intelligence, and the bravery of the 

northerners could be marred by tardiness and stupidity, as Albertus Magnus had remarked. 

Vitruvius, for example, had remarked that ‘southern nations also, owing to the rarity of the 

atmosphere, with minds rendered acute by the heat, are more readily and swiftly moved to the 
                                                      
95 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 50, ‘De Europa’: ‘Haec mundi particula, etsi 
minor quam Asia, ei tamen par est in populorum numerosa generositate, populos enim, ut dicit Plinius, 
alit corpore maiores, viribus fortiores, animo audaciores, forma et specie pulcriores, quam faciunt Asiae 
vel Affricae regiones. Nam solaris aestus adurens propter eius permanentiam super Affros, illos efficit 
consumendo humores corpore breviores, facie nigriores, crine crispiores, et propter evaporationem 
spirituum per apertos poros animo defectiores.’ 
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imagination of expedients; but northern peoples steeped in a thick climate and reluctant air, are 

chilled by the damp, and have sluggish minds’.96 Pliny too emphasized the intelligence of the 

southerners. Bartholomaeus, however, remains silent on the subject, leaving the relative coldness of 

the North thus open to further discussion.  

     Although Judica Mendels has emphasized that regional differences remained alive among 

German peoples in the ‘Diutsche lant’, Bartholomaeus’ physical descriptions of the peoples in the 

German territories demonstrate a degree of consistency.97 The key lies in the influence not only of 

geographical positioning, but also of altitude, proximity to water and the influence of winds, as the 

father of the environment theory, Hippocrates, had already postulated. As Bartholomaeus explains in 

the entry ‘De terra’, up in the mountains the air is thinner and clearer, thus diffusing the sunbeams; 

in the valleys, the air is thicker, pressing the sunbeams together. The stronger the rays, the more 

fertile and plentiful the land. The winds, however, also exert influence: 

 

For the land where the eastern wind continuously blows is temperately hot and forms the mean 

between humidity and dryness, as Constantine says. It is therefore fecund with flowers and corn, 

and most suitable for human habitation. The western wind, however, retains cold and moisture, 

making the land less temperate, and therefore the land in the west is less fecund. The northern 

wind dries and cools the land, but because the air is clean and pure, it is refining and cleansing. 

And so in the northern region, the men are tall of stature and elegant of shape, for the outer 

coldness of the air clogs up the pores, retaining the natural inner heat, by virtue whereof their 

stature is tall and the shape of their body seemly.98 

 

The purifying air of the north produces fine, strapping men. However, in geographical thought the 

northern wind is consistently viewed as harsh and unpleasant to man. Bartholomaeus – lecturing in 

the North where he performed his duties for the Franciscan friars of Madgeburg – is thus exceptional 

                                                      
96 Vitruvius, De architectura VI 1, 9, ed. Rose, 136, transl. Granger, 17: ‘Item propter tenuitatem caeli 
meridianae nationes ex acuta fervore mente expeditius celeriusque moventur ad consiliorum cogitationes. 
septentrionales autem gentes infusae crassitudine caeli, propter obstantiam aeris umore refrigeratae 
stupentes habent mentes.’  
97 Judica I.H. Mendels, ‘Nationalismus in der mittelhochdeutschen und mittelniederländischen Literatur’, 
in Proceedings of the IVth Congress of the International Comparative Literature Association (The 
Hague/Paris 1966),  298-308, here at 300-305. Diutsch/tiutsch, the tiutsche zunge and tiutschen liute are 
common denominations in this period, although regional dialects existed. Cf. Kästner, ‘Der groβmächtige 
Riese und Recke Teuton’, 71-73. 
98 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XIV 1, ‘De terra’: ‘Nam terram quam continue 
perflat ventus orientalis, temperate calida est et inter humiditatem et siccitatem quasi media, ut dicit 
Constantinus. Et ideo est foecunda floribus et fructibus, et magis congrua hominum habitationi. 
Occidentalis autem ventus magis attinet frigiditati et humiditati, et minus efficit terram temperatam, et 
ideo occidentalis terra minus est foecunda. Ventus autem septentrionalis terram desiccat et infrigidat, 
tamen ratione puri aeris ipsam subtiliat et depura: unde in terra aquilonari homines sunt procerae staturae 
et elegantis formae, frigiditate enim exterioris aeris clauduntur pori, et calor naturalis retinetur intrinsecus, 
ex cuius virtute et statura ampliatur, et figura corporis decoratur.’ Bartholomaeus is incorrect in 
attributing the source to Constantinus’s Liber pantengi. I have not been able to trace its origins.  
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in his presentation of the northern wind as beneficial. In turn, as mentioned in chapter 1, the 

geographical chapters in On the Properties of Things consistently portray all the northern Germanic 

peoples as tall and elegantly built. The Saxons are ‘always bellicose, elegant of shape, tall of stature, 

robustly built, bold-hearted’. Moreover, they are ‘strong, celebrated and invincible to this day’. 

Those of Raetia (today’s eastern and central Switzerland and parts of southern Bavaria and Swabia) 

are ‘strong and courageous in life and manners, in accordance with the Germans’. The Swabians are 

‘a populous people, very strong, bold and bellicose, tall, and blond-haired, with handsome and 

seemly faces’.99 The people of Thuringia are ‘like the name of the country, Thuringia, harsh and 

extremely cruel towards their enemies’. Nonetheless, ‘it is a populous people; they are elegant, 

strong-bodied, hard and steadfast of heart’.100 The Westphalians ‘are generally of elegant and tall 

stature, well-shaped and strong-bodied and brave-hearted. They have an abundant and wonderfully 

bold chivalrous spirit, always prepared and ready to arms’.101 The people of Zeeland are ‘of great 

stature, strong-bodied and bold-hearted’;102 those of Holland ‘elegant of body, robust, bold-hearted, 

handsome-faced’.103 So too are the men of Flanders and Brabant, and of Meissen.  

To an extent, this image of the tall, bold-hearted German was in keeping with tradition. 

Bartholomaeus quotes Isidore’s etymological explanation that the German territory brings ‘forth 

noble and immense peoples, about whom Isidore spoke in book IX. The German nations are many 

and they have immense bodies.’104 However, as discussed above, too cold a climate bore not only 

strength and endurance, but dull minds, and impulsive, wild behaviour. If we take a closer look at 

Bartholomaeus’ entries on the German regions, it subsequently becomes apparent that 

Bartholomaeus is dabbling in some careful editing of his main source, Isidore, in presenting the 

German climate and people as not excessively harsh. Thus, Bartholomaeus conveniently omits 

Isidore’s next remark about the Germans, that ‘they are savage tribes, hardened by very severe cold. 

                                                      
99 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 153, ‘De Suevia’.: ‘Gens populosa, nimis fortis, 
audax et bellicosa, procero corpore, et flava crine, venusta facie et decora.’ Also: ‘Suevi pars 
Germanorum fuerunt in fine septemtrionis de quibus Lucanus: “Fundit ab extreme flavos aquilone 
Suevos”. Quorum fuisse centum pagos et populos multi prodiderunt.’ Cf. Orosius, Historiae adversum 
paganos 6, 9, 1: ‘Suebos maximam et ferocissimam gentem quorum esse centem pagos et populos multi 
prodidere.’ 
100 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 166, ‘De Thuringia’: ‘Gens quidem secundum 
nomen patriae Thuringia, id est, dura contra hostes, maxime et severa. Est enim populus numerosus, 
elegantis staturae, fortis corpore, durus et constans mente…’  
101 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 170, ‘De Westphalia’: ‘Populus communiter 
elegantis staturae est et procerae, venustae formae et fortis corpore, et audax mente, militiam habet 
copiosam ac mirabiliter animosam, promptam ad arma continue et paratam.’ 
102 Idem, XV 143, ‘De Selandia’: ‘Gens magnae staturae, fortis corpore et audax mente.’ 
103 Idem, XV 110, ‘De Hollandia’: ‘Gens elegans est corpore, robusta viribus, audax animo, venusta 
facie.’ 
104 Idem, XV 13, ‘De Alemannia’: ‘Unde a foecunditate gignendorum populorum a germinando 
Germania est vocata, ut dicit Isidore libro XV. Generosos enim et immanes gignit populos, de quibus 
dicitur in libro IX Isidore. Germaniae nationes sunt multae immania corpora habentes.’  
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They took their behaviour from that same severity of climate.’105 He then resumes Isidore’s 

description, saying that ‘they are strong, courageously and fiercely brave, indomitable, living by 

raiding, and hunting’.106 But where Isidore states: ‘There are many tribes of Germani, varied in their 

weaponry, differing in the colour of their clothes, of mutually incomprehensible languages (…) The 

monstrosity of their barbarism gives a fearsome quality even to their names,’ Bartholomaeus assures 

us that they have ‘fair and shapely faces, long, blond hair, they are generous, merry and 

agreeable’.107 – liberality, merry minds and kind hearts the attributes of the sanguine man.108 

Bartholomaeus, who as said composed his encyclopaedia in Saxony, is also quick to emphasize that 

the generous, merry and agreeable character ‘especially applies to the Saxons, who surpass the 

others in the aforementioned things. Isidore says of them that the Saxon people live on the ends and 

coasts of the ocean, and are swift and strong.’109 Again, the Franciscan makes a slight alteration, for 

Isidore mentions that they live in ‘impassable marshes’;110 instead, according to Bartholomaeus, the 

land is ‘fruitful and irrigated by the best rivers’, and the mountains are rich in metals.111 In fact, as 

argued in the previous chapter, Bartholomaeus seems to present much of North-West Europe as a 

garden of delights. Saxony, producing corn, fruit and wine, has ‘many towns and strong castles, not 

only in the mountains but also on the plains. There are rivulets and ponds and lakes; the air is 

                                                      
105 Isidore, Etymologiae IX 2, 97, transl. 197: ‘nationes sevissimis duratae frigoribus. Qui mores ex ipso 
caeli rigore traxerunt.’  
106 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV ‘viribus fortes, audaces animo et feroces, 
indomiti, raptu, captibus et venationibus occupati.’ Cf. Isidore, Etymologiae IX 2, 97: ‘ferocis animo et 
semper indomiti, raptu venatuque viventes’.  
107 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 13: ‘facie decori et formosi, comati et coma 
flavi, liberales animo, hilares et iucundi’. 
108 As the hugely popular poem ‘Regimen sanitatis Salernitanum’, known as the ‘Flower of Medicine’, 
states: ‘Fat and jolly of nature are those [of sanguine humour]. (…) They are generous, loving, joyful, 
merry, of ruddy complexion, singing, solidly lean, rather daring, and friendly.’ Regimen Sanitatis 
Salernitanum vs. 267, 273-274, ed. and transl. Patricia Willett Cummins, A Critical Edition of Le regime 
tresutile et tresproufitable pour conserver et garder la santé du corps humain (Chapel Hill 1976), 244: 
‘Natura pingues isti sunt atque iocantes. (…)  Largus, amans, hylaris, ridens, rubeique coloris, / Cantans, 
camosus, satis audax, atque benignus.’ It is said to have been written for the Norman duke Robert 
Curthose upon his return from the Holy Land during the First Crusade, although there is no evidence to 
corroborate this claim. It might be a verse compilation of John of Spain’s twelfth-century prose 
translation of the Arabic Sirr al-Asrar, the Secretum secretorum. For the manuscripts containing the 
‘Salernitan Regimen of Health’, see Patricia W. Cummins, ‘A Salernitan Regimen of Health’, in 
Allegorica 1 (1976), 78-81, who suggests twelfth-century John of Milan as the possible author. 
Regardless, the poem, of which there are many versions, was immensely popular, with more than 100 
manuscripts and hundreds of editions extant. The text edited here by Cummins is based upon a late 
fifteenth-century edition of the Latin poem and French commentary. The earliest surviving manuscript 
dates from the thirteenth century. Cf. ed. Cummins, ‘Introduction’, ix-xi. 
109 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 13, ‘De Alemannia’: ‘Saxonum gens in oceani 
finibus et litoribus constituta virtute et agilitate agilis.’ 
110 Isidore, Etymologiae IX 2, 100: ‘paludibus inviis’. Cf. Orosius, Historiae adversum paganos VII 32, 
10. 
111 Bartholomaeus does, however, copy Isidore’s statement that the Saxons take their name from 
‘saxosus’, stony, that they are a hard and powerful people, standing out above the other ‘piratical’ 
peoples. Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 13, ‘De Alemannia’: ‘Valentissimum sit 
genus hominum praestantius caeteris piratis, non enim per terram solis suis hostibus sunt infesti, verum 
etiam per mare illis qui se molestant, ac si essent saxei, sunt importabiles atque duri.’  
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salubrious, there is plenty of free pasture. It abounds in cattle and sheep. In its mountains are various 

kinds of minerals and metals to be found, as Herodotus says…’. Swabia is ‘a very pleasant land, 

bearing corn and wine in many places’. Westphalia ‘is full of woods, pastures, and is more suitable 

for raising cattle than for producing crops, and is supplied with water from numerous springs and 

streams.’112  

Even more merry, agreeable and charming are the English, who according to Bartholomaeus are 

‘full of mirth, free, born to jest, a free people, free of spirit and free of tongue’.113 As we shall see in 

chapter 8, this image of a merry England, also bearing strong relation to its salubrious environment, 

is celebrated in many Latin verses. Its incongruence with England’s northerly position led some 

scholars such as Robert the Englishman to search for explanations why England was placed almost 

beyond the habitable climes in traditional geography. 

Besides accentuating the pleasant, benevolent nature and agreeable characteristics of the German 

and English territories, Bartholomaeus juxtaposes the extreme coldness of the farthest reaches of the 

North. In Iceland, there are mountains of snow which are so frozen hard that they resemble glass. 

White bears live in this region; the men live off hunting and fishing and are clad in the skins of bears 

and wild beasts. The people are large bodied, strong and full of ‘whiteness’.114 The Slavs, as we 

have seen, are sluggish, extremely white, and phlegmatic as a result of the extreme coldness. 

Bartholomaeus does not explicitly tamper with the positions of the North. However, the Bavarian 

Dominican friar Albertus Magnus, working in Cologne, takes it one step further. Struggling with the 

southerly position of the temperate clime, he pushes it up northwards from the fourth to the sixth 

(from 41 1/3º) and seventh clime (from 45 1/3º, corresponding to the Hellespont). After all, the place 

of exceeding cold (90º) lay beyond the north in an uninhabitable region, and that of exceeding heat 

(24º) beneath the tropic [of Cancer]. In the sixth and seventh climes, the men handsome, noble, fair, 

while those in the fourth clime were small and dark.115 Albertus Magnus also emphasizes the 

longevity of those living in regions in the north, in firm opposition of Aristotle’s Length and 

Shortness and Problems, which stated that men in the hot regions enjoyed longevity.116 We have 

seen that Albertus termed the Germans as ‘thick’. However, as a result of this northward shift of the 

latitudinal positions of the climes, Albertus Magnus could also be seduced into ridiculing French 

‘cowardice’, thus implying that the French were living in the torrid zone. For although they 

presented themselves as hardi –  the characteristic of the ideal chivalrous knight – their deeds never 

                                                      
112 Idem, XV 170, ‘De Westphalia’: ‘Est enim terra multum nemorosa, pascuosa, plus alendis gregibus 
quam ferendis frugibus apta, multis fontibus et amnibus est irrigua. Emosa, scilicet Lippia atque Rura, et 
multiis aliis, fontes habet salis, et montes fertiles in metallis, abundat fructibus, glandibus, nucibus atque 
pomis, etiam feris, porcis, pecudibus et iumentis.’ 
113 Idem, XV 14, ‘De Anglia’: ‘Anglia plena iocis gens libera apta iocari / Libera gens cui libera mens et 
libera lingua’. The reference to freedom might refer to freedom from the yoke of tyranny; cf. Bartlett, 
Gerald of Wales, 83-84. 
114 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 173, ‘De Islandia’. 
115 Albertus Magnus, De natura loci I 11.  
116 Peter Biller, The Measure of Multitude: Population in Medieval Thought (Oxford 2003), 282-285. 
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amounted to much – they were after all cowards, displaying characteristics very similar to those of 

the choleric. Another intellectual to tamper with the zones is Roger Bacon, who in the later thirteenth 

century added three ultra-climes to the fringes of the seventh clime and the polar circle.117 

In the early thirteenth century, the influence of climate and humoural theory was thus eliciting 

reactions from mendicant friars such as Bartholomaeus and Albertus about the allegedly harsh, cold 

climate of the north in relation to the character of its inhabitants on the north-south axis. However, 

just as Hippocrates had originally juxtaposed east, west and south, in the twelfth and thirteenth 

centuries the theory of environment was also applied on the east-west axis. In the south-east (the 

Levant) – from a north-western perspective – the warm climate (in ancient theory the ideal temperate 

region – might produce men of great intellect. In the final section of this chapter, this we shall 

explore first in relation to the concept that knowledge had travelled from East to West, the translatio 

studii. Secondly, we shall look briefly at the reaction in the West to the supposed higher intelligence 

and weak physical strength of those in the East (and South), the territory of Islam.  

 

Environment and the translation of knowledge 

Although the theme of the translation of knowledge from Athens via Rome to Paris was formulated 

first at the court of Charlemagne, it resurged at the end of the twelfth century with the strengthening 

legal, institutional and ideological power basis of the Capetian monarchy in Paris.118 Expanding on 

the Carolingian theme of the translation of knowledge, the privileged relation between France, the 

clergy and chivalry was expounded, which existed in mutual dependence, as martial prowess and 

knowledge went hand in hand.119 In addition, in the course of the thirteenth century, the tight 

relationship between France, the monarchy, and the clergy was related both to the workings of St 

Denis as well as the presence of learning in Paris.120 This reached its temporary apex under Louis 

VIII, the ‘most Christian’ king. In the thirteenth century, William of Nangis, a monk at the abbey of 

St Denis, thus embellished the fleur-de-lis with the symbolism that Jesus had adorned the French 

kingdom with three graces: faith, learning and military strength, each standing for one petal of the 

fleur-de-lis.121 

                                                      
117 Roger Bacon, Mathematicae in divinis utilitas, ed. Bridges, Opus Majus, vol. 2, 180-310.  
118 Alcuin was the first to state that knowledge had translated to Paris. It was repeated by Notker the 
Stammerer in the ninth century, who related it to the parallel movement of the translatio imperii. See 
Serge Lusignan, ‘L’université de Paris comme composante de l’identité du royaume de France: étude sur 
la thème de la translatio studii’, in Rainer Babel and Jean-Marie Moeglin (eds), Identité régionale et 
conscience nationale en France et en Allemagne du Moyen Age à l'époque moderne (Sigmaringen 1997), 
59-72, here at 59-61.  
119 Cf. the Grandes Chroniques de France, prologue, ed. Viard, 5-6: ‘Si com aucun veulent dire, clergie 
et chevalerie sont touz jors si d’un acort, que l’une nu puet sanz l’autre.’ Gassman, Translatio studii, 125-
135. See further chapter 7. 
120 Lusignan, ‘L’université de Paris’, 61-62. The translation was related to the confusion of St Denis 
with Denis the Aeropagite, from Athens, who had purportedly come to France with knowledge. 
121 Idem, 63. 
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From the twelfth century, students in Paris, a university founded by the Capetian monarchy, were 

quick to capitalize on this motif. According to Serge Lusignan, the topos was employed primarily to 

elicit favour from the monarchy to support and protect the clergy.122 However, of interest here is that 

the emphasis on the salubrious atmosphere in Paris offers an environmental prerequisite for the 

flourishing of knowledge. This is rooted among other sources in Vitruvius’ On Architecture, where a 

chapter is dedicated to the ‘Salubrity of sites’, which should be temperate and free from marshes.123 

In the 1260s, Thomas Aquinas wrote extensively on the choice of location of a city, which must be 

in a temperate environment, with a good supply of food and water, benefitting health, success in 

military matters, political governance, and full of amenities.124 We can therefore suppose that there 

existed among scholars the notion that the location and environment of cities was relevant to the 

well-being of their inhabitants.  

If environment determined the well-being of the inhabitants, then emphasizing the salubrity of 

Paris would imply that its inhabitants were physically and mentally better equipped for gathering 

knowledge. In a letter written in Paris between 1175 and 1190, Guy of Bazoches, choir master at 

Chalons-sur-Marne, speaks of the regal city not only retaining the sweetness of natural gifts, with the 

headed by the powerful jewel of royal dignity, but ‘seated in the bosom of a delightful valley 

crowned with a chain of mountains’, adorned with Ceres and Bacchus, where the seven sisters of the 

liberal arts reside.125 In William the Breton’s Deeds of Philips Augustus, composed for the most part 

in the 1210s, a clear relation is drawn between climate and the translation of learning.126 Paris is a 

beautiful city, the preceptress of the world. It is a cultural centre because of the ‘admirable amenity’, 

the abundance of goods and the special prerogatives bestowed on it by the French kings Louis VII 

and Philips.127 As Louis Gassman remarks, the beauty and delightfulness of the city here relate to 

aesthetics, a good site and a climate beneficial to learning and intelligence.128 It was a sweet 

territory, soothing to the mind, restoring the humoural balance of its inhabitants.129 Indeed, 

Bartholomaeus makes the same point: a city deserving merit above all others, elevates not only 

France but every corner of Europe in knowledge and morals, serving all in their necessities. Paris, as 

a mother of truth, presents herself as debtor to men wise and unwise. ‘Abounding in riches, powerful 

in wealth, delighting in peace, the city’s air, the river, fields, meadows and mountains of beauty 
                                                      
122 Idem, 64-65.  
123 Vitruvius, De architectura I 4. 
124 Thomas Aquinas, Tractatus de rege et regno ad regem Cyprii, in Opera Omnia (Paris 1889), vol. 27, 
336-340; quoted by Gassman, Translatio studii, 371. 
125 Guy of Bazoches, Liber epistularum Guidonis de Basochis, epistola IV, ed. Herbert Adolfsson, 14-16: 
‘Sedet in gremio vallis deliciose, quam montium coronat ambitus.’ Cf. Gassman, Translatio studii, 214-
215 and 373-374. 
126 William’s predeccesor, Rigord, the ‘official’ historian of St Denis, expressely derives the name Paris 
from Trojan Priamus’ son Paris in the East in chapter 37. Again, the origins lie in the East. 
127 William the Breton, Gesta Philippi Augusti, 152, ed. Delaborde, vol. 1, 230: ‘admirabilem 
amenitatem’; quoted by Gassman, Translatio studii, 366.  
128 Idem, 368. 
129 For the concept of sweetness see Mary Carruthers, ‘Sweetness’, in Speculum 81 (2006), 999-1013, 
here at 1010. 
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refresh and comfort the eyes of the philosophers gathered there, weary of study’.130 At the end of the 

thirteenth century, Pierre Dubois in fact stipulated that children of French monarch must be born in 

Paris because of the environment. 

However, if the West, in casu Paris, had become the home of knowledge, translating from East to 

West, still the concept existed that those in the south and east were naturally more intelligent 

because of the warm climate.131 For example, according to Albertus Magnus and Bartholomaeus 

Anglicus, the Indians were decidedly clever. Yet, in the twelfth century, the south and east were 

inhabited by Saracens, the religious other. The incongruence between theory and reality was a 

problem which Ptolemy had already grappled with in his representation of the intelligent inhabitants 

of the South, the Ethiopians, who in his view were savage. His solution was to state that the wise 

southerners lived in the southern part of the temperate middle zone. Intellectuals in North-West 

Europe, too, were unwilling to praise Saracen intelligence based upon climate theory. Their solution, 

however, was to present the religious other as cunning and devious on account of the fact that they 

inhabited hot regions, infusing the classical notion of climate with religion, as their devious and 

timid behaviour was also related to heresy.  

In this representation, we can see that the axes of north and south crossed those of east and 

west.132 In classical climate theory, timidity was explained by referring to a person’s thin blood, 

whereas fearless bravery on the battlefield was caused by thick blood.133 In William of 

                                                      
130 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 57, ‘De Francia’: ‘Urbs locuples divitiis et 
opibus praepotentes pace gaudentes, aere et flumine philosophantibus congruentes, camporum, pratorum 
et montium pulcritudine sessorum in studio occulos recreantes et reficientes.’ He also mentions that there 
are good houses and streets, and enough food for all. Compare a similar remark about the air of Poitiers in 
the Florilegium of St Gatien, produced at the end of the twelfth century: ‘Pictavis aurea, gloria terrea, 
terra quietis, / utilis aere, clarior ethere, plena poetis.’ Printed in A. Wilmart, ‘Le florilège de Saint-
Gatien. Contribution à l’étude des poèmes d’Hildebert et de Marbode’, in Revue Bénédictine 48 (1936), 
3-40, here at 32. There are many verses lauding Paris; Bautier, ‘Peuples, provinces’, 15-18; for example 
the verse ‘O dulcis Parisius, parens sine pare / solita scholaribus bona tot parare / urbs nulla se audeat tibi 
comparare.’  
131 In reality, Paris certainly was not the only new centre of learning, as Bologna, Oxford and for 
example Salerno were important university towns, which many scholars visited. However, Paris 
appropriated the image of the new centre of learning following the concept of the translatio studii. 
132 Van der Lugt, ‘La peau noire’, 453-454. 
133 In the first century BC, Vitruvius had discussed the influence of environment on man’s physical and 
mental state with regard to the ideal location of houses, stating that the southerners,  ‘because of their thin 
blood, fear to resist the sword, but endure heat and fever without fear, because their limbs are nourished 
by heat. Those persons who are born under a northern sky, are weak and more timid in face of fever, but 
fearlessly resist the sword owing to their fullness of blood’. Vitruvius, De Architectura VI, 1, 3-4, ed. 
Rose, 133-134, transl.  Granger, 13: ‘Ex eo quoque quae sub septentrionibus nutriuntur gentes inmanibus 
corporibus, candidis coloribus, directo capillo et rufo, oculis caesiis, sanguine multo ab umoris plenitate 
caelique refrigerationibus sunt conformati. Qui autem sunt proximi ad axem meridianum subiectique solis 
cursui, brevioribus corporibus, colore fusco, crispo capillo, oculis nigris, cruribus squalidis, sanguine 
exiguo solis impetu perficiuntur. itaque etiam propter sanguinis exiguitatem timidiores sunt ferro 
resistere, sed ardores ac febres sufferunt sine timore, quod nutrita sunt eorum membra cum fervore. itaque 
corpora quae nascuntur sub septentrione a febri sunt timidiora et inbecilla, sanguinis autem abundantia 
ferro resistunt sine timore.’  
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Malmesbury’s Deeds of the English Kings, similar images are produced especially in relation to the 

Saracen’s timidity:  

 

The least valiant of men, and having no confidence in hand-to-hand combat, love fighting on the 

run (…) his bolts having drunk their fill of liquid poison, it is venom and not valour that brings 

death to the man they strike. If he achieves anything, therefore, I would ascribe it to fortune and 

not fortitude (…). In fact it is very well known that every nation born in Eastern clime is dried up 

by the great heat of the sun; they may have more good sense, but they have less blood in the 

veins, and that is why they flee from battle at close quarters: they know that they have no blood 

to spare.134  

 

In Gerald of Wales’ concept of East and West, the same images of weakness, wealth, poison and 

guile in the East and bravery, health and strength in the West, are intricately interwoven. In Gerald 

of Wales’ Description of Wales, the Saxons and Germans are said to derive their cold nature from 

the cold regions; the English were still pale and cold inside, as a result of their wet, cold complexion 

(Gerald is exceptional in using a deviant version of climate theory in which cold climates produces 

cold men, hot climates hot people). Referring to the myth of British descent from the Trojan Brutus, 

the Britons were however hot, sun-burnt and confident as a result of their hot and dry humour, which 

explained their bold speech, and dark complexion (which they had retained since Trojan times).135 

They were also cleverer than most men in the West. According to his Topography of Ireland, in the 

East, on the other hand, men use poison instead of violence in order to achieve success, using guile 

rather than physical strength. In the West, men are more robust. With rhetorical flourish, Gerald 

states the east-west binary in climatic terms: ‘There [the East] the atmosphere is serene, here it is 

salubrious; there the people are fine-witted; here their minds are robust; there they arm themselves 

with poisons, here with manly vigour; there they are crafty, here bold in war.’136 According to 

Robert Bartlett, in his On the Instruction of Princes, Gerald of Wales further enlaces classical 

climate theory and religious thought with the theory that the devil adjusts the heresies to the nature 

of the climate. Thus, Muhammad enticed the Arabs to enter into polygamous relationships because 

he knew easterners were full of lust because of the heat of their region. The Cathars, similarly, lure 

                                                      
134 William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum IV 347, ed. and transl. Mynors, Thomson and 
Winterbottom, vol. 1, 600-603: ‘homines inertissimi, et qui, comminus pugnandi fidutiam non habentes, 
fugax bellum diligent. (…) tela mortifero suco ebria, in homine quem percutit non virtus sed virus 
mortem facit. Quicquid igitur agit, fortunae, non fortitudini attribuerim (…). Constat profecto quod omnis 
natio quae in Eoa plaga nascitur, nimio solis ardore siccata, amplius quidem sapit, sed minus habet 
sanguinis; ideoque vicinam pugnam fugiunt, quia parum sanguinis se habere norunt.’ 
135 Gerald of Wales, Descriptio Kambriae I 15, ed. Dimock, vol. 6, 193-194. 
136 Gerald of Wales, Topographia Hibernica I 37, ed. Dimock, 71, transl. based on Thomas Forestor’s 
translation at http://www.yorku.ca/inpar/topography_ireland.pdf, 31: ‘Ibi aeris serenitas, hic salubritas. 
Ibi gens arguta, hinc robusta. Ibi venenis dimicatur, hic viribus. Ibi ars, hic Mars.’ Cf. Bartlett, Gerald of 
Wales, 164-167.  
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men in the cold climes who are avaricious to not pay tithes.137 In the Deeds of God through the 

Franks, the monk Guibert of Nogent equally applies climate theory to heresy in the east: ‘However, 

the faith of the Easterners, which has never been stable, but has always been variable and unsteady, 

searching for novelty, always exceeding the bounds of true belief, finally deserted the authority of 

the early fathers. Apparently, these men, because of the purity of the air and the sky in which they 

are born, as a result of which their bodies are lighter and their intellect consequently more agile, 

customarily abuse the brilliance of their intelligence with many useless commentaries.’138 From this 

arose many heresies and plagues, the land producing ‘vipers and nettles’.  

 

From the early twelfth century, climate theory thus excited remarks about the relative temperance of 

the west in relation to the south. As we have seen, this was a reaction to the troubling imagery 

inherited from antiquity, as parts of the North had in broad strokes inherited a reputation of 

backwardness. By pushing the boundaries further North, both by climatic engineering and by 

juxtaposing the North with the extreme North, scholars such as Bartholomaeus tweaked this image. 

At the same time, on the east-west axis, notions of environmental influence might now also take on a 

religious context, as Saracen ingenuity might be explained as work of the devil. The intertwining of 

classical climate theory and religion – embodying religious differences – would mark an important 

departure from the ancient theory of climate. Was sin a moral disposition, caused by climate, and 

tied to religion?  

The concept of environmental theory left some room for adaptation, as complexions might 

change as a result of external influences. The question was, however, to which extent humoural 

complexions were fixed or fluid, and to which extent other factors, such as religion and God’s grace, 

or cultural influences might interfere with ethnic characteristics.139 In chapter 3, we will examine in 

more detail the problem whether complexions were deemed fixed and innate or mutable. Indeed, in 

medical theory scholars differentiated between two types of complexion: the complexio naturalis, 

which was subject to environmental influences and other variables and changeables; and the 

complexio innata or radicalis, which was considered much more stable.140 How these mutable or 

fixed complexions might form the building blocks of hereditary character types, and to which extent 

one might be able to overcome sinful dispositions tied to these character types – the task set all 

Christian believers – are questions discussed in the following chapter. 
                                                      
137 Gerald of Wales, De principis instructione I, ed. Warner, vol. 8, 70:  Bartlett, Gerald of Wales, 166-
167. 
138 Guibert of Nogent, Gesta Dei per Francos I 2, ed. R.B.C. Huygens (Turnhout 1996), 89-90, transl. 
Robert Levine, 26: ‘Orientalium autem fides cum semper nutabunda constiterit et rerum molitione 
novarum mutabilis et vagabunda fuerit, semper a regula verae credulitatis exorbitans, ab antiquorum 
Patrum auctoritate descivit. Ipsi plane homines pro aeris et celi cui innati sunt puritate cum sint leviores 
corpulentiae et idcirco alacrioris ingenii, multis et inutibilis commentis solent radio suae perspicacitatis 
abuti.’ 
139 For example, as Robert Bartlett argues, in explaining the character of the Britons, Gerald of Wales 
also puts forward social causes. Cf. Bartlett, Gerald of Wales, 166. 
140 Ziegler, ‘Physiognomy, science’, 193. 
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3 

The Fixed and the Fluent 
 

 

According to the Cistercian bishop Otto of Freising, in early times the Lombards, who had migrated 

from the northern island of Scandza to Pannonia and from there to Italy, had been a barbarous 

people. Lombard women had even twisted their hair around their chins, rigging themselves out with 

‘long beards’ in order to fight alongside their men. However, according to Otto, by the middle of the 

twelfth century the Lombards had undergone a transformation from ‘crude, barbarous ferocity’ to 

elegance and manners. This felicitous change had, in Otto’s view, two potential causes. It was 

‘perhaps from the fact that when united in marriage with the natives they begat sons who inherited 

something of the Roman gentleness and keenness from their mother’s blood’. In addition, they could 

‘from the very quality of the country and climate, retain the refinement of the Latin speech and their 

elegance of manners’.1 

In Otto of Freising’s remark about the Lombards, we can clearly discern elements of the 

increasingly ‘biological mode of thinking’ from the twelfth century onwards.2 As we saw in chapter 

2, with the translation of Arabic medical treaties from the end of the eleventh century, differences 

between ethnic groups in Western Europe were no longer simply viewed as cultural, social or 

linguistic phenomena, but were slowly ‘embodied’.3 This ‘embodiment’ of cultural, social and 

religious differences was part of a broader development wherein natural philosophy and medicine 

pervaded all kinds of discussions about the nature of mankind as a species, stretching from questions 

about the material aspects of the resurrected body during the last days to whether Adam’s 

                                                      
1 Otto of Freising, Gesta Friderici II 14, ed. Schmale, 308, transl. Mierow, 127: ‘ex eo forsan, quod 
indigenis per conubia iuncti filios ex materno sanguine ac terre erisve proprietate aliquid Romane 
mansuetedinis et sagacitatis trahentes genuerint, Latini sermonis elegantiam morumque retinent 
urbanitatem’. Compare also the remark in the twelfth- or thirteenth- century ‘Descriptio Norfolciensium’ 
vs. 53-55: ‘Nam fructus optimos arbor nequissima / Nequit producere, nec mala patria / Benignos 
homines’, ed. 94, which possibly refers to the relation between territory and the character of its 
inhabitants.   
2 Joseph Ziegler, ‘Physiognomy, Science, and Proto-racism 1200-1500’, in Eliav-Feldon, Isaac, and 
Ziegler (eds), The Origins of Racism, 181-200, here at 199. 
3 See especially for the ‘embodiment’ of Jews in this period, Steven F. Kruger, The Spectral Jew. 
Conversion and Embodiment in Medieval Europe (Minneapolis 2006) and Biller, ‘A “Scientific” View of 
Jews’; and chapter one in Epstein’s Purity Lost, ‘The Perception of Difference’.   
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complexion had turned to melancholy after the Fall.4 Likewise, in Otto of Freising’s remark two 

distinct ‘biological’ notions about the Lombards’ ethnicity are prevalent: the Lombards might inherit 

their intelligence and gentleness from their Roman mother’s blood – through parental transmission 

resulting from intermarriage. Secondly, they have been subjected to the presumably temperate 

climate. As a result, their culture has changed from barbaric to elegant, both in speech and in 

manners.  

Although Otto does not say so expressly, the Lombards’ transformation was complexional – the 

Roman innate complexion and the fine air mentally modified the Lombards’ initially crude 

disposition. In this chapter, I will address the question to which extent ethnic character formed by a 

person’s complexion was viewed as fixed or fluent, subject to nature or nurture. I will discuss this in 

relation to two currents of thinking about ethnic character in medieval biological concepts of 

ethnicity. First, the concept in medical theory that man possessed an innate complexion (complexio 

innata or radicalis) passed down through parental transmission (semen and blood).5 This could 

imply that a person’s disposition was ‘fixed’, although this certainly was not always the case. 

Secondly, the concept that a person had a natural complexion (complexio naturalis), which was 

changeable as a result of environmental influences such as climate, the seasons, and planetary 

conjunctions, but was also for example influenced by nutrition or even a person’s profession. In this 

light, I will discuss the extent in which a person’s complexion was viewed as fixed within a 

geographical space and religious context. What happened if a Saxon migrated to Italy? Were his 

physical appearance and character deemed to change? In addition, did the notion of free will and 

God’s grace cut across biological constructs of the moral dispositions of groups? This must be 

examined in relation to the Christian concept that, although free will existed, salvation nonetheless 

required a specific soteriological ‘essence’.6 This is important especially as the fixed or fluent nature 

of complexional dispositions and the influence of sin, free will and God’s grace, opened up 

discussions whether for example a dark-skinned Muslim, living in the southern zone, was destined to 

retain a disposition of guile and lasciviousness if he were to convert to Christianity. Could he truly 

change? Some groups such as Jews were seemingly considered ‘unchangeable’, even upon 

conversion. Nonetheless, within Christian thinking there existed a notion of ‘compulsory 

mutability’: change was compulsory in order to achieve full humanness. On a broader level, we can 

point to a heightened interest in this period in the notion of nobility as a hereditary category, one of 
                                                      
4 See for discussions about material aspects of the resurrection of the body in the last days, Alain 
Boureau, ‘Hérédité, erreurs et vérité de la nature humaine (XIIe-XIII siècles)’, in Maaike van der Lugt and 
Charles de Miramon (eds), L’hérédité entre Moyen Âge et Époque modern. Perspectives historiques 
(Florence 2008), 67-82 and Caroline Walker Bynum, ‘Material Continuity, Personal Survival, and the 
Resurrection of the Body: A Scholastic Discussion in Its Medieval and Modern Contexts’, in History of 
Religions 30 (1990), 51-85; for Adam’s complexion in Paradise, Joseph Ziegler, ‘Medicine and 
Immortality in Terrestrial Paradise’, in Peter Biller and Joseph Ziegler (eds), Religion and Medicine in the 
Middle Ages (York 2001), 201-242, and Klibansky, Panofsky and Saxl, Saturn and Melancholy, 78-80. 
5 Ziegler, ‘Physiognomy, Science’, 193. 
6 Denise Buell, ‘Early Christian universalism and modern forms of racism’, in Eliav-Feldon, Isaac and 
Ziegler, Origins of Racism, 109-131, here at 125-126. 
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‘blood’, or based on virtuous behaviour of individuals, receiving divine grace.7 Furthermore, in the 

twelfth century discussions crop up about the relation between complexional change, disease and 

sin. From the thirteenth century Jews, for example, were classified as melancholy as a result of the 

influence of planetary conjunctions, and as suffering from the curse of a ‘flux of blood’ or 

haemorrhoids.8  

From the twelfth century onwards, there seems to have been an increasing tendency to typify 

individuals according to fixed stereotypes. In this period, the medical theory of complexions also 

underwent a development from Avicenna’s relativist concept of a balanced complexion – unique to 

each individual – in which the qualities (hot and cold, wet and dry) were of overriding importance, 

to an emphasis on the predominant humour of the phlegmatic, sanguine, choleric and melancholy 

man and his ensuing temperament.9 These complexional types were described and discussed in 

numerous medical treatises, often with the title ‘On Complexions’, but also for example in the poem 

‘The Salernitan Regimen of Health’.10 

In light hereof, the fixed or fluent nature of complexions addresses questions regarding the 

perceived capacity of individuals and members of ethnic groups to change, issues which closely 

touch the debate of racism, ethnic discrimination and ethnocentric sentiments. In recent years, two 

important studies have appeared addressing the very issue of early forms of racism in Europe. 

Benjamin Isaac’s The Invention of Racism in Classical Antiquity and the collection of articles in The 

Origins of Racism in the West, stretching from antiquity to early modernity, both extensively 

examine how humoural and climate theory contributed to early ethnic group categorization in 

relation to theories of racism. This chapter is an additional contribution to this debate, centred on the 

notion of the fixed or fluent nature of complexions and ideas about the diversity of mankind. First, I 

will briefly set out the main issues of discussion in the on-going debate about whether or not there 

                                                      
7 Maurice Keen, Chivalry (repr. 2005 New Haven and London), 143-158; Andrea A. Robligio, ‘The 
Thinker as a Noble Man (bene natus) and Preliminary Remarks on the Medieval Concepts of Nobility’, in 
Vivarium 44 (2006), 205-247, here at 207. In principle, nobility, as Robligio remarks, was in potential 
universably acquirable. However, with the embodiment of differences, a closing of the fluid boundaries 
would occur. 
8 Biller, ‘“Scientific” View of Jews’, 140-146. The fourteenth-century notion of the innate blood of 
Jewish conversi is unrelated; David Nirenberg, ‘Was there race before modernity? The example of 
“Jewish” blood in late medieval Spain’, in Eliav-Feldon, Isaac and Ziegler, Origins of Racism; for the 
immutability of Jews, cf. Kruger, The Spectral Jew; Jonathan M. Elukin, “From Jew to Christian? 
Conversion and Immutability in Medieval Europe’, in James Muldoon (ed.), Varieties of Religious 
Conversion in the Middle Ages (Gainesville 1997), 171-189; see for the notion of a Christian ontology 
also especially Buell, ‘Early Christian universalism’. 
9 Klibansky, Panofsky, and Saxl, Saturn and Melancholy, 98-123. Valentin Groebner, 
‘Complexio/Complexion: Categorizing Individual Natures, 1250-1600’, in Lorraine Daston and Fernanco 
Vidal (eds), The Moral Authority of Nature (Chicago and London 2004), 361-383, here at 365, 373 for 
the notion of an individual complexion in relation to the species. Groebner’s discussion of the 
development of complexional types from the interior to exterior, focusing more on skin colour and marks, 
focuses on the period after 1250. 
10 Ziegler, ‘Physiognomy, science’, 194; Lynn Thorndike, ‘De complexionibus’, in Isis 49 (1958), 398-
403. A systematic examination of all ‘Complexiones’ treatises regarding remarks about ethnic groups is 
subject of future research.  
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existed any kind of ‘proto-racism’ in the Middle Ages in regards to environment and geography. 

This is useful as it may help clarify the role of biological thinking in constructions of ethnic identity 

and mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion in the Latin West. 

 

The racism debate 

According to medieval medical theory, complexions were both innate and mutable. For this reason, 

some scholars have downplayed the significance of complexions and climate theory in discussions 

of medieval forms of racist thinking. Robert Bartlett, for example, has argued that climate theory 

contradicts the ‘idea of a constant national character’.11 After all, as character was determined 

geographically, migration would, among other things, eventually lead to physiognomic change. 

Accordingly, according to Bartlett, climate theory was incongruent with a belief in timeless descent 

groups of a fixed nature.12 In The Making of Europe, discussing Regino of Prüm’s definition of 

ethnicity as ‘differing in descent, customs, language and law’, Bartlett thus remarked that medieval 

beliefs about ethnicity equated a ‘social construct rather than a biological datum’, and were almost 

entirely cultural.13 Joseph Ziegler, among others, has also stressed that the variability of a person’s 

complexional make-up generally excluded ethnic groups from discussions about the ideal temperate 

complexional type in physiognomic treatises before 1500, as these focused on individuality and 

variation in examining the relationship between bodily signs and behaviour.14 Accordingly, whereas 

racist theory is based on the premise that an ethnic group displays unchangeable and constant 

behavioural character traits, or in the words of George Frederickson, ‘permanent and unbridgeable’ 

differences, medieval ethnic complexional theory clearly was not.15 In addition, medieval ethnic 

thinking was far removed from the realms of nineteenth-century ‘scientific’ racist thinking. There 

was no theoretical framework of species and subspecies; as Charles de Miramon points out, 

taxonomies of the animal world were practical, not racial (dogs for example were classified as 

bloodhounds, watchdogs, scent hounds).16 According to medical theory, people were not grouped in 

                                                      
11 Bartlett, ‘Concepts of Race and Ethnicity’, 46. Emphasis is mine. 
12 Nevertheless, in his biography of Gerald of Wales, Bartlett writes: ‘Another problem of climatic 
theory was its static nature; Gerald believed that the characteristics implanted by climate were 
permanent.’ Indeed, Gerald believed that the English and Britons, despite migration in ancient times, had 
retained their original character shaped by climate. Cf. Bartlett, Gerald of Wales, 203.  
13 Bartlett, The Making of Europe, 197. In his contribution ‘Illustrating Ethnicity in the Middle Ages’,  in 
Eliav-Feldon, Isaac and Ziegler (eds), Origins of Racism, 132-156, Bartlett also says very little about 
climate theory in relation to beliefs about ethnicity. 
14 Idem, 182-187. Ziegler does however offer a few exceptions, such as references to Mongols or Tartars, 
menstruating Jews, or in the early sixteenth century, to the physiognomic traits of inhabitants of Italian 
cities. 
15 Idem, 188 and Goldenberg, ‘Racism, color symbolism’, 92. See for example Michael Banton, Racial 
Theories (Cambridge 1987) and The Idea of Race (London 1977) for discussions of the meaning of ‘race’ 
in modernity. 
16 Charles de Miramon, ‘Noble dogs, noble blood: the invention of the concept of race in the late Middle 
Ages’, in Eliav-Feldon, Isaac and Ziegler, Origins of Racism, 200-226, here at 204. 
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subspecies, but as a result of geographical location.17 Thus Albertus Magnus, discussing the 

differences between black and white falcons, distinguishes between a common form and accidentals 

such as colour caused by climate.18 Moreover, in contrast to modern forms of racism, the medieval 

biological language of ethnicity did not serve as a clearly defined ideological justification for 

systematic social, economic or religious discrimination.19  

Conversely, Robert Bartlett, but also David Nirenberg and Benjamin Isaac have argued that the 

medieval notion of what constitutes ethnicity is rather similar to present-day notions of ethnicity or 

‘race’ as a socio-cultural construct – people are believed to share characteristics which in fact are 

non-biological (genetic) constructs.20 Nowadays, theoretical concepts of ethnicity rule out that a 

people are of ‘common racial stock’ – although this certainly does not rule out that in practice people 

have vague notions of a common ethnic descent, or shared ethnic character traits, or that they do not 

discriminate based on skin colour, ethnicity, religion or a combination of these (reacting to names, 

customs, appearance, dress, language, religion). This has led some medieval historians to even 

dispute the biological relevance of the word ‘race’.21  

In this chapter, the focus lies on medieval learned theories of ethnic dispositions within the 

context of climate and parental transmission. However, this is only one aspect in a much broader 

debate on the nature of racism. There is discussion about whether the term racism refers only to 

‘biological forms of racism’ or ‘scientific racism’ – the nineteenth-century belief in hierarchically 

organized races with hereditary characteristics such as mental dispositions –, culturalist exclusionism 

– which disregards a hierarchy yet believes that peoples should develop separately –, or forms of 

political ideology. General consensus is that racism implies a simplification of the factors of 

collective behaviour, however, the question remains to which extent this simplification needs to 

theorized ‘biologically’ in order to qualify as racism. Moreover, as David Nirenberg has argued, 

scientific racism itself is simply a product of culture, and perhaps just one form of a far more 

                                                      
17 Ziegler, ‘Physiognomy, science’, 195. 
18 De Miramon, ‘Noble dogs, noble blood’, 205-206. 
19 David Nirenberg, ‘Was there race before modernity? The example of “Jewish” blood in late medieval 
Spain’, in Eliav-Feldon, Isaac and Ziegler, Origins of Racism, 232-264, here at 235 for references to this 
discussion. 
20 Isaac, Invention of Racism, 17-38. 
21 Bartlett accordingly argues that as race today is not a biological category (we could say not in 
academic theory as it is not based on genetics) – biological differences themselves ‘not constituting race 
or ethnicity but part of the raw materials from which race and ethnicity can be construed’ – ethnicity and 
race can be viewed as synonymous. Cf. Bartlett, ‘Concepts of Race and Ethnicity’, 41. William Chester 
Jordan also seems to define race and ethnicity as synonymous. See William Chester Jordan, ‘Why Race’, 
in Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies 31/1 (2001), 165-173, as do most authors in this issue. 
See, however, the definitions of race in the Oxford English Dictionary, for example: ‘A group of people, 
animals, or plants, connected by common descent or origin,’ or a ‘tribe, nation, or people, regarded as of 
common stock. In early use freq. with modifying adjective, as British race, Roman race, etc.’ 
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persistent notion that cultures are reproduced (passed down) along genealogical lines.22 All racism 

does is to attempt to found discrimination of others on biological constructs.23 

As Ghassan Hage writes, the relationship between what racists are thinking and doing, between 

mental classification and practices, is still underresearched, with little attention paid to the practical 

function of knowledge – which for most people is far more important than any theoretical, academic 

construct or explanation.24 ‘Biological discrimination’, as we could call it, exists beyond medieval or 

modernist scientific racism theories. Thus, a concoction might exist in peoples’ minds of perceptions 

of cultural traits, religious customs, dress, styling of hair, beards, skin colour, colour of eyes, 

language, first names and eating customs, mixing ‘biological marks of differentiation’ with cultural, 

social and religious differences. These perceptions might lead to feelings of superiority, 

discrimination of the other, exclusion, and in extreme cases, violence, or, on the other hand, 

inclusion, cooperation, and sharing. For that reason, Jeffrey Jerome Cohen has said that remarks 

about features such as black or white skin colour by Isidore of Seville or Albertus Magnus imply 

racial typing, as skin colour is a biological fact – regardless of whether they are based upon any 

theoretical racial theory. Cohen accordingly stresses that ‘anatomical appearance, the medical 

composition of the body, and skin colour were in fact essential to the construction of difference 

throughout much of this period’.25 For this reason, scholars today often dismiss a rigid denial of the 

existence of anti-Semitism in the Middle Ages (as opposed to anti-Judaism) on the grounds that anti-

Jewish sentiment would merely reflect anti-religious feeling.26 Persecution of for example Jews 

existed long before the scientific racism of Linnaeus and Cuvier, and was committed on social, 

cultural and religious grounds, yet clothed in a physiological language. In addition, religious 

differences are often clothed in terms of ethnicity, and categorized along ethnic lines, then and now, 

especially in Christian Western Europe with regards to Muslims and Jews.  

For all these reasons, it is useful to take a different approach. Instead of debating whether 

medieval forms of biological thinking about ethnicity fit into any strict definition of hierarchically 

structured nineteenth-century ‘scientific racism’, it is more fruitful to examine on what ‘biological 

grounds’ ethnic character was founded in the Middle Ages, and to ask if this might lead to any form 

of discrimination, whether systematic or sporadic (which lies beyond the scope of this chapter). 

There are insufficient grounds to erase climatic and complexional theory – which were discussed 

vulgariter according to Albertus Magnus – from discussions about ‘biological’ ethnic stereotyping in 

the Late Middle Ages.27 Instead of asking whether medieval biological theories were racist, we can 

                                                      
22 Nirenberg, ‘Race before modernity’, 233-239. 
23 Idem, 235. 
24 Hage, White Nation, 29-31 and notes 6 and 7; Martin Barker, The New Racism (London 1981). 
25  Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, ‘On Saracen Enjoyment: Some Fantasies of Race in Late Medieval France and 
England’ in: Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies 31/1 (2001), 116.  
26 See for example Robert Chazan, Medieval Stereotypes and Modern Antisemitism (Berkeley, Los 
Angelos, London 1997), ix-xiii. 
27 Biller, ‘Proto-racial thought’, 179. 
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question to which extent those theories led to ideas, in medieval peoples’ minds, about fixed or 

fluent character traits, and whether this had any consequences for people’s behaviour towards one 

another.  

In relation to climate theory, Benjamin Isaac has thus argued that ‘a group of people who are 

believed to share common characteristics, physical or mental or moral which cannot be changed by 

human will, because they are thought to be determined by unalterable, stable, physical factors: 

hereditary, or external, such as climate or geography’, perceive themselves as a race.28 However, 

how stable were the physical factors determined by climate? How long was the process of 

complexional change generally thought to take if a person moved to a different environment? In the 

twelfth century, the Welsh, who according to Gerald of Wales originally descended from Aeneas’ 

progeny Brutus, purportedly still could not forget their ‘Trojan blood’.29 Indeed, their boldness of 

speech, which they held in common with the Romans and Franks, but certainly not with the English 

or Germans, and the Britons’ swarthy colour, natural warmth of character and hot temperament, all 

derived – according to Gerald – from nature and from their original descent from the hot and arid 

Trojan plain.30 On the other hand, Otto of Freising’s Lombards had transformed from barbarians into 

men of elegant manners. 

With these questions in mind, I will turn first to the question how, according to medieval medical 

theory, complexions were passed on from parents to offspring, and whether or not they were fixed or 

fluent.  

 

Innate and mutable complexions 

Although not referring explicitly to complexions, Otto of Freising’s remark about the Lombards 

contains two basic ingredients according to which a person’s complexion was determined: through 

parental transmission – in this case the Roman mother’s blood – and external influences, such as 

climate. Indeed, in medical theory, a person’s individual complexion was viewed as both innate and 

at the same time adaptable to natural and non-natural particulars such as environment, air, season, 

exercise, the planets, food and drink.31 Thus, within medical theory, two types of complexion were 

distinguished within a person: the innate complexion, and the natural complexion, influenced by 

external factors. By the fourteenth century, in a commentary on the Physiognomia falsely attributed 

to Aristotle, Jean Buridan states this very clearly: ‘Also know that a complexion is two-fold, for it 

can be judged that somebody has a certain innate complexion. The other complexion is acquired or 

fluent, and is not innate but acquired as a result of a regimen contrary to a person’s complexion.’32  

                                                      
28 Benjamin Isaac, The Invention of Racism, 34-35. 
29 Gerald of Wales, Descriptio Kambriae II 15, ed. Dimock, vol. 6, 193-194. 
30 Idem, I 15. 
31 Ziegler, ‘Physiognomy, science’, 193; Groebner, ‘Complexio/Complexion’, 368-369; Van der Lugt, 
‘La peau noire’, 459. 
32  In Oxford, Bodleain, Canon Misc. MS.422, f. 111r-v. Quoted by Lynn Thorndike, ‘De 
Complexionibus’, 398 note 1: ‘Sciendum est etiam quod complexio est duplex, quia quedam est iudicialis 
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Besides innate and natural complexions, there existed another additional notion of biological 

transmission of characteristics: the theory of pangenesis (which explained how acquired 

characteristics could be hereditary). In antiquity, Aristotle had remarked that children might be born 

with a scar on exactly the same bodily spot as their parents. The acquired characteristic – the scar – 

was said to be transferred to the parents’ offspring through pangenesis. Pliny remarked that in some 

cases a birthmark on the arm could reappear even in the fourth generation.33 In ancient times, this 

idea that acquired characteristics were hereditary had consequences for the status of autochthonous 

peoples such as Jews or Syrians, who, according to Cicero, ‘were born to be slaves’, passing down 

their servility to their children.34 In the Middle Ages, however, the notion of acquired characteristics 

did not dictate theories of heredity – and thus remains beyond the scope of this study. Instead, 

emphasis was laid on generation: the complexion of the male semen and female blood at the moment 

of conception.35  

 

How did a person ‘inherit’ his innate complexion? According to medieval embryology the innate 

complexion was acquired through parental transmission, in which the complexion of the father’s 

semen was usually dominant as it mixed with the maternal blood.36 The male semen, carrying the 

virtus informativa, was predominantly considered responsible for the formation of the embryo and 

its members, which in general resembled the human species but bore accidental individual 

particularities such as sex, complexion, and skin colour. Originating in the heart and itself drawn 

from blood, this male semen thus emphasized blood ‘as the defining constituent of the human 

being’. (As a result, male ‘blood ties’ were recognized over female blood in law.)37 The complexion 

and quality of this formative spirit at the moment of generation determined the development of the 

embryo.38 However, natural and ‘non-natural’ conditions or ‘obstacles’ might influence the (active) 

sperm at the moment of generation: the seasons, winds, the imagination(!), nutrition, stellar 

influences, and climate. The mother’s (passive) blood could also hamper the reception of the 

                                                                                                                                                            
que inest alicui a principio nativitatis. Alia est complexio acquisita sive fluens, que non inest a principio 
nativitatis sed acquisita per regimen contrarium illi complexioni.’ 
33 Isaac, Invention of Racism, 79-80.  A famous example expounded by Hippocrates in Airs, Waters and 
Places is that the Longheads, who elongated their heads as s sign of nobility, passed on this physiological 
characteristic to their children. However, Airs, Waters and Places was not included on the faculty 
curriculum. Biller, ‘Proto-racial thought’, 162. 
34 Isaac, Invention of Racism, 81-82. 
35 Ziegler, ‘Physiognomy, science’, 191-192. According to the theory of pangenesis, seeds come from all 
parts of the body and offer a material basis for the inheritance of acquired characteristics and disease. 
This theory only became popular in relation to the intergenerational transmission of characteristics within 
groups from the sixteenth century. In addition, there was the theory of radical moisture, which was said to 
determine someone’s lifespan. Its natural heat is derived from the sperm during generation. 
36 For the predominant embryological narrative in the later Middle Ages, see especially Joseph Ziegler, 
‘The Scientific Context of Dante’s Embryology’, in John C. Barnes (ed.), Dante and the Human Body: 
Eight Essays (Dublin 2007), 61-88, esp. at 74-82. 
37 Ziegler, ‘Scientific Context of Dante’s Embryology’, 76-77. 
38 Ziegler, ‘Physiognomy, science’, 189. 
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paternal form;39 in that case, the child was more likely to resemble the mother (or the 

grandparents).40 The female’s blood (sanguis generationis), although secondary, thus certainly was 

seen to influence the formation of the embryo, as seems to have been the case with Otto of Freising’s 

Lombards. As a result, the parents’ and offspring’s complexion was not necessarily identical; for 

example, a sanguine father could generate a phlegmatic child, or vice versa.41  

Even though the innate complexion was relatively stable, a person’s natural complexion was 

subject to non-natural conditions throughout life. People with an innate sanguine complexion could 

thus slowly turn more choleric, the choleric more melancholic, although the transformation was 

more cumbersome if the complexions were less compatible (i.e. a phlegmatic cannot easily become 

choleric).42 This change could be effectuated by means of nourishment or, for example, a different 

climate from that of birth. After generation, a person’s innate complexion therefore remained subject 

to all kinds of external influences such as climate and nutrition.  

   

Parental transmission of complexional types 

How likely was it that parents who both had the same dominant complexion would generate a child 

with a deviant temperament? A child was more inclined to inherit the same complexion as its parents 

if theirs was identical.  The opening sentences of a widely circulating treatise, printed by a Leipzig 

publisher in 1500 as the ‘Tractatus de complexionibus Magistri Johannis de Nova domo’ address 

this matter rather extensively. The identity of this John of Newhouse is unknown. Werner Seyfert 

tentatively attributed the text to the thirteenth-century French Dominican philosopher and theologian 

John of Paris, although on shaky grounds (his name is frequently mentioned in the manuscripts). 

Other candidates include a ‘Johannis Aurifaber, master of Erfurt’ or Taddeo Alderotti, a thirteenth-

century doctor from Florence.43 However, in view of the geography of the repositories (three 

manuscripts at Erfurt, one at Breslau, one at Vienna, Klagenfurt, and Prague and several at Basel, 

one in the Vatican Library and one at the British Library) it is tempting to look for an author from 

northern central Europe.44  

Hinting at the influence of the heavens, the author first explains that as a result of humoural 

disposition, ‘under this or that constellation, we have this or that complexion, manner, colour, figure 

and disposition’. Thus, warm signs are generated under a warm constellation. However, this is 

countered by an ‘antiparistasis’ disposition, as there are Germans in the north, ‘whose complexion 
                                                      
39 Ziegler, ‘Scientific Context of Dante’s Embryology’, 86-87. 
40 Van der Lugt, ‘La peau noire’, 458-460. Ziegler, ‘Scientific Context of Dante’s Embryology’, 73 and 
79 discusses the Galenic notion that the woman also emitted a generative female semen, in contrast to the 
Aristotelian notion that the embryo is formed from matter from the female’s menses.  
41 Ziegler, ‘Scientific Context of Dante’s Embryology’, 87. 
42 Ziegler, ‘Physiognomy, science’, 193-194. 
43 ‘Tractatus de complexionibus Magistri Johannis de Nova domo’ I, ed. by Werner Seyfert in: ‘Ein 
Komplexionentext einer Leipziger Inkunabel’, in: Archiv für Geschichte der Medizin 20 (1928), 272-299 
and 372-389. Ziegler, ‘Physiognomy, science’, 194, dates the manuscript as compiled in 1352, although it 
is unclear on what grounds. 
44  Lynn Thorndike, ‘De Complexionibus’, 398 n. 2. 
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naturally is warm, and who have rather warm bellies, through the contrary pulse and through the 

union with natural heat, from the surrounding cold’.45 The environment might also determine the 

complexion of natural fauna; thus fish in the water are phlegmatic (as are women), birds, flying 

through the air, are sanguine, and moles, under the ground, are melancholic.46 In addition, the author 

formulates what is in essence a concept of parental transmission: ‘It is manifest from particular 

causes that a phlegmatic man comes from a phlegmatic, and a choleric from a choleric, and this is 

especially so if both male and female are of the same complexion, they beget children of the same 

complexion.’ At the end of the treatise the author further states that ‘complexions follow from 

similar complexions, so that sanguine generates sanguine, and noble noble, and ignoble ignoble.’47  

As said, the transmission of complexion was however subject to environmental influences, both 

during pregnancy and shortly after birth.48 Children placed under the care of a wet nurse, who 

received the wrong food or were moved to a different place, could undergo a change in 

complexion.49 The treatise attributed to John of Newhouse states that a melancholy child who drinks 

his mother’s milk will retain the same character. If, however, he were to be breastfed by a wet-nurse 

‘who has a beautiful, good complexion, then the nature of the son’s complexion will transform and 

change. And this is true if it is continued over a long period of time. And because of this, sons do not 

always follow the physiognomy of their father or mother, because, naturally changed, they are fed 

with somebody else’s blood.’50 In general, however, offspring enjoyed the same complexion and 

disposition as their parents, especially when the parents took the proper dietary measures, ‘for if the 

father’s and the mother’s complexion are in concurrence with their nourishment, then they beget 

children of the same complexion, for the deposited sperm and the female’s blood, fed according to 

the same virtue, makes it sanguine’.51 Such remarks seem to have provided an increasingly firm 

foundation for ‘biological’ notions of a transmittable ethnic character. Strikingly, the Treatise on 
                                                      
45  ‘Tractatus de complexionibus Magistri Johannis de Nova domo’ I, ed. Seyfert, 286: ‘…quia sub alia 
et alia constellatione alia et alia complexio et mos et color et figura et dispositio. Et ideo sub calida 
constellatione generantur calida signa, nisi per antiparistasim dispositio cogatur, ut in septentrione, sicut 
sunt Alemani, quorum complexio naturaliter est calida et ventres habent calidiores per contrariam 
pulsionem et unionem caloris naturalis a frigido circumstante.’ 
46 De Miramon, ‘Noble dogs, noble blood’, 205-206, for Albertus Magnus’ discussion of the complexion 
of birds. 
47 ‘Tractatus de complexionibus Magistri Johannis de Nova domo’ I, ed. Seyfert, 286-287: ‘Item est 
manifestum ex causis particularibus, ut ex viro phlegmatico generatur phlegmaticus et ex viro cholerico 
generatur cholericus et maxime si masculus et femella sunt eiusdem complexionis, generantur pueri 
eiusdem complexionis’ and III, ed. Seyfert, 297: ‘Sequitur de generatione complexionum a similibus, ut 
quod sanguineus generat sanguinem et nobilis nobilem et ignobilis ignobilem.’   
48 As also remarked by Ziegler, ‘Physiognomy, science’, 194-195. 
49 Tractatus de complexionibus Magistri Johannis de Nova domo’ I, ed. Seyfert, 287: ‘…nisi sit variatio 
mammae et alimenti et loci, quia ista permutant complexionem in genito virtute naturali.’  
50 Idem, III, ed. Seyfert, 298-299: ‘Si vero detur nutrici pulchrae et bene complexionatae, convertatur et 
alteratur natura complexionis in puero. Et hoc est verum si fuerit hoc pro tempore longitudinis. Et propter 
hoc pueri non sequuntur semper phisonomiam patris vel matris, quia alio sanguine permutati naturaliter 
nutriuntur.’ 
51 Idem, III, ed. Seyfert 298: ‘At si vir et mulier sunt eiusdem complexionis cum nutrimento, tunc 
generantur pueri eiusdem complexionis, quia tunc sperma descisum et menstruum mulieris nutriens 
secundum eandem virtutem sanguineus generatur.’  
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Complexions demonstrates the idea that members of ethnic groups, by inheriting the complexion of 

their forebears, share the same innate character, as long as the conditions are not markedly variable. 

It concludes: ‘The Saxons, and the Frisians, the Poles and the Thuringians all have the same 

character, because they are nursed in the same place and under the same constellation.’ A scribe 

commenting on this text even saw it fit to thus clarify rises in criminality in certain regions, stating 

that ‘thus there are more thieves in one country than another’.52  

The development of such ‘De complexionibus’ treatises, which appear in large numbers from the 

twelfth century, calls for further research. It is necessary to determine how widespread such notions 

of hereditary complexions were in this period, and research their influence on later ideas regarding 

national character. These treatises might have played a substantial role in the shift from beliefs in 

acculturation to early notions of purity and authenticism. In the fifteenth century, a prohibition of 

wet-nursing was indeed considered a prerequisite to maintain an innate, ‘pure’ national character. 

For example, in an account of the Scottish people from early times, the philosopher Hector Boece 

(circa 1465-1536), friend of Desiderius Erasmus and author of Histories of the Scots, argued that in 

ancient times the primal Scottish character had been preserved because mothers nursed their own 

children. Influenced by fashionable works such as Tacitus’ Agricola, Boece praises the primeval, 

pure, hardy, virtuous, independent, ‘barbaric’ character of the Scots – now a positive ‘pure’ and 

‘authentic’ image, as it was in Tacitus’ work –, which had been tainted by their mingling with the 

English. In ancient times, Scottish mothers, feeding their children on their own milk, had proven 

their children’s legitimacy – an adulterous mother’s milk would be rejected by the progeny – thus 

ensuring lines of ‘pure’ descent. Moreover, their offspring did not degenerate from their ‘nature and 

kind’. As Mary Floyd-Wilson remarks, even in the seventeenth century, Anthony Weldon relates 

Scottish identity to the ‘savage mother’s milk’.53  

Not only did parental transmission generate the same ethnic complexion, under the right 

circumstances, it also secured nobility. John of Newhouse’s treatise speaks of parental transmission 

of both complexion and noble character. In fact, as Charles de Miramon has pointed out, the concept 

of ‘race’ evolved from a discourse on nobility in the late Middle Ages. Notably, the notion of 

‘hereditary blood’, which gained currency especially from the fourteenth century, developed in 

hunting literature about noble hounds, birds and horses.54 Indeed, the word ‘race’ was first 

employed, in the fifteenth century, in a hunting poem about dogs; its lexicography originates in the 

word haras, an old Norman word for stud farm.55 Already from the thirteenth century onwards, 

discussions of hereditary noble lineage were gaining importance in a shift away from knighthood as 

                                                      
52  Zurich Car. C. 111 f. 207ra: ‘…et ideo in una terra sunt plures fures quam in alia.’ Quoted by Lynn 
Thorndike, ‘De Complexionibus’, 399 n. 5. 
53  Mary Floyd-Wilson, English Ethnicity and Race in Early Modern Drama (Cambridge, 2003), 56-8.  
54 De Miramon, ‘Noble dogs, noble blood’, 208. 
55 Idem, 201-202. 
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a definitive noble characteristic.56 The orders, including the nobility, might increasingly be defined 

by referring to blood, ‘good breeding’, thus sharpening the class barriers for the rising urban middle 

class, although discussions of natural nobility stemming from individual virtue prevailed.57 Earlier, 

from the twelfth century, the ennoblement of birds of prey, and later of dogs, had already been 

adopted and hierarchically paired to social classes: the count with the peregrine falcon, the priest 

with the sparrow hawk.58 In one text, the inheritance of nobility might actually be compared to horse 

breeding. In the thirteenth century, in his Questions on Animals, Albertus Magnus thus poses the 

Aristotelian question whether philosophers will beget intelligent children. Affirming that this would 

be the case, Albertus continues by saying that ‘those of noble birth will beget noble and better 

children, as is the case with horses’, for ‘the sperm contains both the bodily and the mental virtue 

(…) thus children are akin to their parents in their bodily disposition, to that extent that they are by 

the same reasoning akin in mental disposition, such as in wisdom and knowledge’.59 By the fifteenth 

century, the Moorish and Jewish ‘races’ were featured in a discourse on horse breeding and race in a 

marriage of the domains of ‘political disability and reproductive fitness’, as David Nirenberg writes 

in his discussion of fifteenth-century Spanish anti-converso ideology, excluding Jews converted 

(forcibly) to Christianity from offices based upon arguments of ‘blood’.60 The concepts of noble 

lineage, breeding and ethnic categorization are in these cases certainly interwoven.   

 

Migration and complexional change 

To which extent might innate complexions, according to medieval theory, change within a 

geographical space? This is a relevant question as people did travel and migrate in medieval times, 

although more permanent migration was the prerogative mostly of intellectuals, missionaries, and 

international traders, hardly large population groups. Although perhaps therefore a somewhat 

hypothetical discussion – as the large bulk of people stayed at home, in their villages or towns – we 

can ask what purportedly happened to those who migrated for longer periods of time. Did they 

become diseased, were their bodies thought to undergo a fundamental transformation?  

In the fourth century, in his commentary on the Aeneid, Servius had reiterated Ptolemy’s belief 

that upon moving from one region to another, man’s constitution might change to a certain degree, 

but never entirely. He had, after all, from the onset been endowed with a specific bodily 

                                                      
56 Keen, Chivalry, 143-145. 
57 Idem, 146-147. In reality, however, the boundaries remained fluid. New families were constantly 
joining the nobility. There were also discussions about the difference between civil and natural nobility, 
based upon virtuous behaviour. 
58 Idem, 205. 
59  Albertus Magnus, Quaestiones super de animalibus XVIII Quaestio 4, in Opera omnia, ed. Ephrem 
Filthaut, vol. 12, 299: ‘Quod parentes nobiliores generant filios nobiliores et meliores, ut patet in equis 
(…) in spermate non solum est virtus corporis, sed animae (…) ergo cum filii assimilentur parentibus in 
dispositionibus corporalibus ut plurimum, pari ratione assimilabuntur in dispositione animae, ut 
sapientiae et scientiae etc.’  
60 Nirenberg, ‘Race before modernity’, 250-252.  
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predisposition.61 In the early eleventh century, Avicenna (Ibn Sina) had stated that each individual 

had his own balanced complexion, depending on eight variables.62 Accordingly, an Indian who 

moved northwards would become imbalanced as the climate would not be conducive to his 

individual complexion; the same applied to a Slav who travelled south. In the thirteenth century, 

Albertus Magnus likewise states that ‘men who move to a different climate on account of the 

unnaturalness of the place [as regards them] grow weaker and are destroyed, and when they return to 

their native places, they recover health’. It was for the same reason that lions only survived in the 

more southerly regions.63 Complexional change could, thus, come at a price.  

Most Latin medical treatises on complexions, however, generally evinced the belief that 

complexional change from migration might bring some positive benefits, and that the sanguine type 

could indeed become choleric, or vice versa.64 Conveniently for Albertus Magnus, born in Lauingen, 

Bavaria, but educated in Padua, German students travelling southwards experienced an expedient 

mental transformation. Originating in the cold north, ‘their humour is thick and bodily spirit does not 

respond to the motion and receptivity of mental activity. Therefore they are dull-witted and stupid.’ 

But ‘when they are moved to study they persevere longer and they are much better by far after 

mental exercise. The proof of this is that the people of Milan always study law, liberal studies, and 

the arts.’65 There, a gentler climate generates a more astute, intellectual mind. Albertus Magnus also 

specifically mentions that the Danes and the Slavs, in the far north, ‘care little’ for study. In other 

words, for the Germans, although intellectually dullards, there was still hope. People living in even 

colder climes, however, lacking intellectual curiosity, refrained from moving southwards and thus 

remained stuck in their backwardness. Here, cultural inertia is the outcome of environmental 

influence.66  

Along the same line of reasoning, in the twelfth century the idea existed that a whole ethnic 

group’s character could – partially – change through migration. We have already seen that Otto of 

Freising remarked that the Lombards had attained finer manners after migrating from the north to 

Italy. In On the Properties of Things, Bartholomaeus explicitly explains the character of the people 

of Poitou in terms of ethnogenesis as the result of an intermingling of the character traits of the Picts 

and the Gauls. In ancient times, Bartholomaeus fantasizes, the Picts, Angles and Scots had sailed to 

the province of Gallia Narbonensis. After a fierce battle with the indigenous inhabitants, the 

migrating Picts, Angles and Scots settled down, attaching their name to the region and building the 

city of Poitou. According to Bartholomaeus, the inhabitants, ‘whose language and manners are 

                                                      
61 Glacken, Traces on the Rhodian Shore, 114-115.  
62 Ziegler, ‘Physiognomy, science’, 195. 
63 Albertus Magnus, De natura loci I 2, ed. Hossfeld, 4, transl. Tilmann, 33: ‘Ostendunt autem hoc 
homines loca sua mutantes secundum contraria climata, quia propter loci inconnaturalitatem infirmantur 
et destituuntur, et quando redeunt ad loca nativa, recipiunt sanitatem.’ 
64 Ziegler, ‘Physiognomy, science’, 195-196. 
65 Albertus Magnus, De natura loci II 3, ed. Hossfeld, 27, transl. Tilmann, 104. See chapter 2 note 82 for 
quotation. 
66  See also Glacken, Traces on the Rhodian Shore, 439. 
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intermixed with the regions of Gallia to the extent that although descending from the early Picts and 

thus being naturally strong and elegantly built, nonetheless have contracted from the Gauls, with 

whom they are intermixed, their fierce minds and sharper wits than neighbouring peoples’.67 This is 

not surprising, Bartholomaeus says, because as a result of the climatic diversity of the heavens, 

people’s skin colour, physical appearance and manners differ – thus the Romans are serious, the 

Greek light-hearted, the Africans cunning. And thus the people of Poitou are ‘robustly built, with 

handsome faces, audacious spirits, and clever and astute minds’.68 However, the change did not 

entail a full transformation. Although the character of the Picts had merged with that of the Gauls 

due to climatic influences, still they have retained certain original traits. The people of Poitou 

supposedly still carried within them the seeds of a Pictish nature – just as, according to Gerald of 

Wales, the Britons, descendants of Trojan Brutus, still retained a boldness of speech as a result of 

their origins in Asia Minor.69  

According to some scholars, skin colour could also change as a result of migration.70 Albertus 

Magnus is quite clear about this. In a passage on the Ethiopians – who are ‘exceedingly wrinkled 

from dryness, as a pepper seed, and very black on account of the heat (…) their bodies grow dark on 

account of the scorching of the body’ – Albertus explains how change can take place after a length 

of time. For ‘sometimes black people of this kind are born in other climes, as in the fourth or fifth’, 

having migrated northwards. Nevertheless, although inheriting ‘their blackness from their ancestors 

who are complexioned in the first and second clime, and a little at a time, they are altered to 

whiteness when they are transferred to other climes’.71 In first stance, therefore, their skin colour is 

innate, but over time the climate, the heat of the sun or coldness will bring about change. More 

remarkable theories about skin colour transformation involved the imagination and religious 

conversion. Maaike van der Lugt has discussed the belief that maternal thoughts about the skin 

colour of the foetus could bring about skin change.72 In the fourteenth century, there were even 

vernacular tales about instantaneous skin-colour transformation as a result of conversion from Islam 

to Christianity. In the King of Tars (circa 1330), a Muslim king, upon marrying a Christian princess, 

is converted to Christianity. When he is baptized, his skin turns white, ‘thurth Godes gras’ (through 

                                                      
67  Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 122, ‘De Pictavia’: ‘Cuius gens, lingua et 
moribus Galliarum provinciis est permixta, ideo quamvis a primis Pictis hoc habeant illius gentis 
nationes, ut sint natura fortes, corpore elegantes, hoc a Gallicis tamen quibus mixti sunt, contraxerunt ut 
animo sint feroces et ingenio prae aliis vicinis gentibus acriores.’ 
68  Idem: ‘Et ideo gens Pictavia robusta corpore, facie venusta, audax animo est (…) callida ingenio et 
astuta.’ 
69  Bartlett, Gerald of Wales, 203. 
70 Ziegler, ‘Physiognomy, science’, 196; Van der Lugt, ‘La peau noire’, 455-456. 
71  Albertus Magnus, De natura loci II 3, ed. Hossfeld, transl. Tilmann, 101-102: ‘nimia siccitate rugosa, 
sicut grana piperis, et nigra multum propter ipsorum caliditatem (…) nigrescunt corpora eorum propter 
sanguinis sui adustionem’. (…) Licet autem huiusmodi nigri aliquando nascantur etiam in aliis 
climatibus, sicut in quarto vel in quinto tamen nigredinem accipiunt a primis generantibus, quae 
complexionata sunt in climatibus primo et secundo, et paulatim alterantur ad albedinem, quando ad alia 
climata transferuntur.’   
72 Van der Lugt, ‘La peau noire’, 461-469. 
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God’s grace).73 Similarly, in one of the legends in the encyclopaedic Cursor mundi (‘Runner of the 

World’, circa 1325), King David encounters four monstrous Saracens. When King David holds out 

three rods, blessed by Moses, which they kiss, their skin becomes as white as milk, and they take on 

a completely new appearance.74 

 

Summarizing, the theories of climate and complexion meant that individuals, but also ethnic groups, 

had innate yet malleable complexions and thus fixed and changeable physical and mental character 

traits. If individuals of the same complexion, living in the same region and following a balanced diet 

in compliance with their complexion, produced offspring, it was likely that their progeny inherited 

the same complexion. As a result of the influence of climate, this could also apply to ethnic groups. 

However, if individuals or group members migrated, then their ‘ethnic character’ could mutate. In 

this sense, ethnic character was not ‘fixed’.  

The idea that transmigration could eventually transform a people’s complexion remained popular 

in later centuries. Jean Bodin, for instance, remarked that eventually people would change, as was 

the case with the Goths who had invaded Spain, and the Gauls who came from the environs of the 

Black Forest – although a millennium had since passed.75 Lack of clarity remains however about the 

time-span required for complexional change. Although it was not wholly out of question that a 

member of an ethnic group could eventually change – as Albertus Magnus observed about the dull-

witted Germans – how long did the metamorphose effectively take? The answer to this question was 

probably open to ethnocentric manipulation, depending on the desirability of emphasizing change 

(for example in the case of the negative image of northern barbarity) or stability (relevant to those 

originating from regions considered temperate).  

In view of the above it might thus be argued that from the twelfth century, a paradigmatic shift 

occurred from the belief that ethnic characteristics were cultural (and passed down through 

genealogy) to the idea that they were hereditary. Thus, whereas in the twelfth century, William of 

Malmesbury speaks of the acculturation of the Scots, who are subject to a civilizing process, he also 

explains ethnic differences in environmental terms – as characteristics which are more or less fixed. 

However, even if individuals or whole ethnic groups were considered to be subject to upheaval, then 

it still remained open to dispute whether a person’s nature would undergo essential changes. The 

                                                      
73  The King of Tars, ed. Judith Perryman (Heidelberg 1980), vs. 839; cf. Thomas Hahn, ‘The Difference 
the Middle Ages Makes’, 13-15; Friedman, The Monstrous Races, 64-65 for further reading. Sharon 
Kinoshita, ‘“Pagans are wrong and Christians are right”: Alterity, Gender, and Nation in the Chanson de 
Roland’, in Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies 31:1 (2001), 79-111 discusses the instability 
of religion and disunity in Christian Europe and physiological description, here at 82. 
74 Cursor mundi vs. 8119-8122, ed. Morris, 62; cf. Heng, Empire of Magic, 417. 
75  For further discussion of the mutability of complexion as a result of transmigration, see Mary Floyd-
Wilson, English Ethnicity and Race, 48-52. But as Mary Floyd-Wilson remarks, ethnicity for Bodin was 
in fact ‘a conspiracy of causes’. It was not only shaped by environmental influences. ‘“Civilizing” forces, 
such as government, law, travel, diet, fashion, and education’ also shaped character. Thus, for example, in 
order for complexion to change from transmigration, Bodin sets the precondition that ‘laws and customs’ 
should be maintained and kept. 
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question about ‘essential’ change is significant especially where religious identity is concerned. The 

role of religion in biological thinking about ‘innate’ characteristics and mutability is the subject of 

the final sections of this chapter. 

  

Compulsory mutability and Christianity 

Besides environmental influences, religion seems to form a fundamental constituent of biological 

thinking about ethnicity. Given the emotive charge of religion, the ‘embodiment’ or biological 

construction of religious differences – which were and are frequently confused or mixed up with 

ethnicity (the Saracen, for example, was used as an umbrella term for Muslims) – could lead 

especially to biological discrimination. This happened notably in medical discussions of the ‘Jewish 

nature’ and the Jews’ melancholy complexion, which was based upon Arabic astrology. In the ninth 

century, Abu Mashar al-Balkhi (Albumasar) had stated that faiths arose under the influence of the 

conjunctions of planets. Judaism, arising under Saturn, was assigned a melancholy complexion, 

characterized by fraud, wickedness, envy, perfidy and stubbornness, typical anti-Jewish stereotypes; 

this belief was quickly adopted in twelfth-century Latin astrology.76  

From the thirteenth century – diverging from ancient medical theory – an increasing 

intermingling and sometimes also tension arises between such medical and theological discussions. 

The idea of Jewish melancholy, for example, was discussed medically, but in the later thirteenth 

century, also theologically in quodlibets.77 As Joseph Ziegler pointed out, in this period a tension 

was acknowledged between questions such as the material notion that behaviour was determined by 

complexion on the one hand and the spiritual-religious idea that a person had a rational soul, which 

according to Dante, was directly infused by God in a miraculous moment of creation (although 

Albertus Magnus and Thomas Aquinas believed in the replacement of the various substances of the 

soul, vegetative, sensitive, which are in potentia).78 The solution to this incongruence was to state 

that the complexion was not the cause but the sign of natural character; the principal causes of a 

person’s character and behaviour remained in the soul, congenital character coming ‘by divine 

appointment’. Such divine intervention could be brought about through stellar influence (implying 

that God was responsible for the melancholic character of Jews?). Moreover, as Ziegler argues, 

physiognomy was more about inclinations than fixed dispositions, as people retained a free will.79 

                                                      
76 Biller, ‘“Scientific” View of Jews’, 140-141 and 154 for the Latin translation of Albumasar. Islam (the 
Saracen faith) was said to have arisen under Venus; Christianity under Mercury. In 1143, Hermann of 
Carinthia (or Dalmatia) had repeated this in his De Essentiis, who also wrote a treatise on the generation 
and nutritional care of Muhammad. According to Biller, more than a hundred Latin manuscripts are 
extant of another text containing the same statement, by the Arabic writer Alchabitius, which also became 
a curriculum text at Bologna at some time.  
77 Idem, 150. 
78 Ziegler, ‘Scientific context of Dante’s embryology’, 64-66; ‘Physiognomy, science’, 189-190. 
79 Ziegler, ‘Physiognomy, science’, 190. 
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William of Conches (c. 1090- after 1154), in his commentary on Macrobius, thus said that although 

the planets influence predispositions, free will remains.80  

However, especially where the religious otherness of Jews and Saracens is concerned, the idea of 

free will and mutability often seems to fall short. This might be related to the notion that salvation 

required a specific ‘essence’.81 In early Christianity, for example in Paul’s Letter to the Romans, all 

of mankind was presented as equal, ‘spiritual’ descendants of Jacob and Esau.82 Many scholars have 

as a result stressed that Christianitas promoted a transnational myth of oneness and unity, seldom 

acknowledging internal differences. In Jeffrey Cohen’s opinion, for example, the Christian 

ecumenicity was ‘a universal body unmarked by such differentiations’.83 In this sense, the 

universalism of Christendom crossed ethnic boundaries, which was part of its appeal and success. 

All were ‘God’s slaves’, regardless of status or descent.84 Nonetheless, as Denise Buell argues, 

within early Christendom rhetorical strategies were employed using notions of ethnicity to explain 

what being a member of the Christian community entailed. Much of the rhetoric was clothed in 

terms of regeneration. Members of the Christian community described themselves as ‘reborn’ in 

Christ; becoming a Christian meant ‘activating’ their very being, developing an ‘acquirable fixed 

essence’ which all human beings possess and through which one achieves full humanness.85  

The rhetoric of rebirth is clearly present in the following twelfth-century passage from a sermon 

by Raoul Ardent of Poitou. On the Feast of the Holy Trinity, Raoul, a follower of the school of 

Gilbert of Poitiers and master in theology in Paris, ardently preached on Christian virtues, urging his 

audience with the words: ‘Let us try, each and every one, to rise above the vice of his own people. If 

you are a Jew, take pains to rise above your innate disbelief. If you are from France, take pains to 

overcome your innate arrogance. If you are from Rome, take pains to overcome your innate avarice. 

If you are from Poitou, take pains to overcome your innate gluttony and garrulity, and the likewise 

applies to the others.’86 It is of specific interest here because the preacher speaks of contemporary 

ethnic stereotypes in conjunction with the notion of rebirth in Christ. The passage is a homily on 

John 3, wherein Nicodemus, a Pharisee, goes to see Jesus in Jerusalem. Jesus tells him that in order 

to enter the kingdom of heaven, he needs to be reborn. But how can the elderly be reborn, asks 

Nicodemus – he cannot return to his mother’s womb. Jesus replies that he must be born again not 

only by the water but by the spirit. Through baptism and the Holy Spirit man can be reborn in Christ. 

Raoul expounds: ‘Nicodemus was a Pharisee, from that evil progeny which John the Baptist called a 
                                                      
80 Klibansky, Panofsky, and Saxl, Saturn and Melancholy, 182. 
81 Buell, ‘Christian universalism’, 125-126. 
82 Boureau, ‘Hérédité, erreurs’, 70. 
83 Cohen, ‘On Saracen Enjoyment’, 116.  
84 Buell, ‘Christian universalism’, 111. 
85 Idem, 114, 119. 
86 Raoul Ardent, Homilia II, 2 ‘In die Trinitatis’, PL 155 1949C-D: ‘Conemur unusquisque vitium populi 
sui superare. Si Judaeus es, stude Judaeis innatam incredulitatem superare. Si Gallus es, stude Gallis 
innatam superbiam superare. Si Romanus es, stude Romanis innatam avaritiam superare. Si Pictavinus es, 
stude Pictavinis innatam ingluviem et garrulitatem superare, et similiter de caeteris.’ Cf. Meyvaert, 
‘Voicing National Antipathy’, 748. 
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progeny of vipers. (…) But something good was born of this evil stock, as much as a rose from a 

thorn. (…) And therefore, brethren, that nobody is thwarted by his parent’s evil, as neither the 

holiness of your forebears is of benefit to somebody who lives an evil life (…) nor is the son 

responsible for his father’s crimes.’ The message is clear: through baptism and by receiving the Holy 

Spirit, man can expunge his innate ethnic vices.  

However, in medieval biological thinking, the question remains whether this acquirable fixed 

essence was equally acquirable for all. It is here especially where the embodiment of differences 

comes to the fore as grounds for discrimination and exclusion. This has to do with what Denise 

Buell has aptly termed ‘compulsory mutability’ – the notion within Christian universalism that 

change and conversion were compulsory. As Buell pointed out, early Christian universalizing claims 

can be termed potentially ‘racist’ when the religious other, to whom fixed characteristics are 

attributed, is exhorted to transform.87 Discussions about ontological essences were sometimes 

employed hierarchically, favouring some groups over others and offering the rhetoric to marginalize 

‘those who had failed (in different ways) to activate the potential available to all humans’.88 In the 

later Middle Ages, this notion of ‘inability to transform’ was particularly applied to Jews and 

Muslims. Especially from the fourteenth century, Jewish conversi in Spain, although converting to 

Christianity, were still viewed as different ‘by nature’, with different ‘blood’, arousing suspicion of 

moral corruption and heresy. Jews and Muslims were thus barred from Church and secular offices.89  

 

Complexional imbalance and sin 

As such, in general terms, Christian universalism stretched across the whole of humanity. Boethius, 

in the fifth century, had stated that humans were all born from the same creator.90 In discussions 

regarding social inequality or the origins of nobility, the common origin of mankind was thus 

sometimes stressed, as for example by Petrarch, who said that all blood had the same colour.91 

However, in Christianity natural law could be relative. Indeed, according to patristic writers, 

although human beings were equal at creation, sin had divided humanity.92 As a result, there was a 

‘decay of species’, a corruption of health.93 Social inequality could thus be viewed as the result of 

vice; social control came from the necessity to curb the ‘bestial nature’ of those prone to vice.94 The 

division of humanity was also genealogical, with the traditional medieval division of the earth into 

three continents inhabited by the descendants of Noah’s three sons – Shem’s progeny inhabiting 

                                                      
87 Buell, ‘Christian universalism’, 121. 
88 Idem, 123. 
89 Nirenberg, ‘Race before modernity’, 242. See also Ziegler, ‘Physiognomy, science’, 198.  
90 Freedman, Images of the Medieval Peasant, 62. 
91 Idem, 69. 
92 Idem, 74; Glacken, Traces on the Rhodian Shore, 261. 
93 Friedman, Monstrous Races, 92-93. 
94 Freedman, Images of the Medieval Peasant, 75-77. 
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Asia, Ham’s descendants black Africa and Japheth’s white Christian Europe.95 As Paul Freedman 

has demonstrated, this genealogical division also led to ethnic and social categorizations, the cursed 

descendants of Ham (and Cain) associated with both the dark-skinned Africans as well as the 

peasants tilling the land. The children of Japheth, on other hand, might be considered as Christian 

progeny (or as Honorius of Autun wrote, represented nobility). 

The division of humanity did not just occur along genealogical lines. Some scholars even related 

the Fall and the ‘decay’ of species to complexional imbalance (sin causing ill-health, dark 

complexions and ugliness). Ninth-century Irish theologian John Scottus Erigena (c. 815-c. 870) was 

possibly the first medieval thinker to interweave environmental theory with the question of the 

diversity of the human race and early man.96 In The Division of Nature, John Scottus explains that 

had Adam not sinned, he would not have been split into two different sexes.97 John Scottus is 

adhering to the variant myth that Eve was created after Adam’s original sin. No longer in his 

primordial condition as the image of God, man thereafter suffered further divisions, which were also 

subject to environmental influences:  

 

Insofar as the diversity of man is discerned, and of one species from another, and types of stature 

are different, this does not have its cause in nature [i.e. the primordial form before the Fall] but 

arises from sin, and from the diversity of place and circumstances of lands, waters, airs, foods 

and the like, where people are born and nourished.98   

 

In twelfth-century thinking there is some evidence of a medicalization of moral issues in the 

discussion about physical imbalance and ill-health in relation to Adam’s original sin.99 As the 

humoural theory gained influence in Western Europe, the idea developed that the Fall of man had 

led to complexional imbalance. The earliest identified source propounding the likes is Petrus 

Alfonsi’s Dialogue against the Jews, composed by the Spanish convert from Judaism circa 1109, 

who argued that Adam’s illicit desire had brought about an imbalanced complexion, and subsequent 

                                                      
95 For dark-skinned peoples and the belief that they were descendants of Ham, see David M. Goldenberg, 
The Curse of Ham. Race and Slavery in Early Judaism, Christianity and Islam (Princeton and Oxford, 
2005); Benjamin Braude, ‘Cham et Noé. Race et esclavage entre judaïsme, christianisme et Islam’, in 
Annales. Sciences Sociales 57/1 (2002), 93-125; for serfs’ descent from Ham and Cain, see Freedman, 
Images of the Medieval Peasant, 86-104.   
96 Glacken, Traces on the Rhodian Shore, 262. 
97 For earlier discussions about human procreation and sin, see George Boas, Essays on Primitivism and 
Related Ideas in the Middle Ages (New York, 1978), 70-71. 
98 John Scottus, De divisione naturae II 7, Patrologia Latina 122, 533A-533B: ‘Sectiones dicit circa 
hominem post peccatum non solum divisionem in masculum et feminam verum etiam in multiplices 
varietates qualitatum et quantitatum differentiarumque unius formae. Siquidem diversitas hominum a 
seipsis, qua uniuscujusque species ab aliis discernitur, et staturae modus variatur, non ex natura provenit, 
sed ex vitio, et diversitate locorum et temporum terrarum, aquarum, aërum, escarum, ceterarumque 
similium, in quibus nascuntur et nutriuntur. De diversitate morum cogitationumque superfluum est dicere, 
cum omnibus manifestum sit, ex divisione Naturae post peccatum initium sumpsisse.’ 
99 Ziegler, ‘Medicine and immortality’. 
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mortality, even before he ate from the forbidden fruit. Theologians such as William of Conches and 

Alain of Lille (c. 1116-1202) repeated this in much the same vein.100 Likewise, Hildegard of Bingen 

(1098-1179) wrote in her medical treatise Causes and Cures that before the Fall Adam was in 

perfect health and sanguine; however, ‘when Adam knew what was good and by eating the apple did 

what was evil, black bile rose up within him in reaction to this change. Without the suggestion of the 

devil, [black bile] is not present in humans, either when they are awake or when they are asleep, 

because the sorrow and despair which Adam experienced in his transgression arise out of black bile.’ 

The imbalanced melancholic humour was thus the work of the devil, as were disease and dissolution 

in general. In addition, a melancholy disposition was accompanied by wavering beliefs, ‘for at 

Adam’s fall, the devil scorched the melancholy within him, and in this way [the devil] sometimes 

makes a person subject to doubt and lack of faith’. The devil’s suggestions frequently wormed their 

way into the melancholy man, making him gloomy and desperate. Following Adam’s transgression, 

‘the radiance of innocence was darkened in him and his eyes, which before this had seen heavenly 

things, were snuffed out, and bile changed to bitterness in him and black bile into the blackness of 

impiety, and he was utterly changed into another form’.101 Sorrow and anger befell him.  

Around 1200, Alexander Neckam wrote his major encyclopaedic work On the Natures of Things, 

probably whilst living as a canon at Cirencester. Alexander writes that before the Fall, man was in 

command of the animal world. However, after the Fall, in order to remind him of his deceit, man 

was hindered by even the smallest of beasts, with gnats and stinging flies annoying him, flying into 

his eyes and fleas keeping him from his sleep. Moreover, before the Fall, there had been no 

imbalances in complexion, for, as Alexander states, ‘it should also be known that if man had not 

sinned, there would be no noxious poison. Likewise every animal would be of temperate complexion 

in his own genus. Nevertheless, some animals would have a more temperate complexion than others. 

For before the sin of the primal deceit, Eve was of a temperate complexion, but Adam was the most 

temperate.’ Before the Fall, both Adam and Eve were thus, in accordance with their individual 

temperament, well-balanced, although Adam slightly more so than Eve. After the Fall, however, 

mankind suffered much greater diversity, for although created in the image of God, he was now 

flawed. Sin had paved the way for temperament to mutate. For, in Alexander’s words: ‘If then man 

                                                      
100 Irven M. Resnick, ‘Humoralism and Adam’s Body: Twelfth-Century Debates and Petrus Alfonsi’s 
Dialogus Contra Judaeos’, in Viator 36 (2005), 181-195, here at 191-195. Cf. William of Conches, 
Dragmaticon Philosophiae VI 13 2-3, ed. Italo Ronca, Corpus Christianorum Continuatio Mediaevalis 
152 (Turnhout 1997), 227.  
101 Hildegard of Bingen, Causae et curae II, ed. Laurence Moulinier (Berlin 2003), 183-185: ‘Nam cum 
Adam bonum sciuit et pomum comedendo malum fecit, in vicissitudine mutationis illius melancholia in 
eo surrexit, que sine suggestione dyaboli non est in homine tam uigilante quam dormiente, quia tristitia et 
desperatio ex melancholia ascendant, quas Adam in transgressione sua habuit. (…) Quoniam dyabolus in 
casu Ade melancoliam in ipso conflauit, qua hominem aliquando dubium et incredulum parat. (…) Cum 
autem Adam transgressus est, splendor innocentie in eo obscuratus est, et oculi eius, qui prius celestia 
videbant, extincti sunt, et fel inmutatum est in amaritudinem et melancholia in nigredinem impietatis, 
atque totus in alium modum mutatus est.’ Trans. by Faith Wallis, in idem (ed.), Medieval Medicine: A 
Reader (Toronto 2010), 357-358. See also Boas, Essays on Primitivism, 75-77. 
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had not sinned, there would be no [difference of] degree, for a degree is a lapse from the norm. 

Therefore will it not appear to one versed in physical science that complexions may be changed, 

although many think this to be impossible?’102  

Although deemed impossible, complexional change, and ultimately the diversity of mankind, 

were thus caused by the original sin.103 Although Alexander Neckam and Hildegard of Bingen do 

not relate the Fall of man directly to ethnic diversity, they believed that as a result of the original sin, 

man’s complexion became imbalanced. In view of the partially ‘innate’ nature of complexions – 

innate yet changeable – the medieval belief in a malleable, divided, unity of mankind is thus perhaps 

not so baffling. Stronger even than parental transmission and environmental influence, was the 

influence of sin, morality, and God.  

 

Robert Bartlett has remarked that the medieval world was one in which blood and descent were seen 

as fundamental; for ‘the starting point or premise of such genealogical-ethnic thinking was that each 

race was a group of human beings of common biological descent’.104 Bartlett added that ‘medieval 

thinkers who took climatic and geographical determinism seriously would clearly find it hard to 

believe in timeless descent groups of fixed nature’.105 However, medieval concepts of biological 

ethnicity were, as we have seen, both fixed and fluent. They were tied up with concepts of sin, 

inequality, and God’s grace, with a strong religious undercurrent. Sometimes they were also 

intermixed with discussions of skin colour or complexion. As John Block Friedman writes, ‘color 

polarities were easily interchanged with moral polarities’. Thus, according to Paulinus of Nola (c. 

354-431), the Ethiopian was burnt not by the sun but by sin. Within Christian allegory, the African 

body in particular could symbolize deformity, black skin being tied up with sin and the devil, as for 

example in Gregory the Great’s Commentary on Job (Moralia in Job).106 Blackness also provided 

                                                      
102 Alexander Neckam, De naturis rerum II 156, ed. Thomas Wright (2 volumes, London 1863), vol. 2, 
250: ‘Sciendum est etiam quod, si non peccasset homo, nullum venenum nocivum esset. Esset item omne 
animal temperate complexionis in suo genere. Nihilominus tamen esset aliquod animal temperatioris 
complexionis alio. Ante peccatum enim primae praevaricationis temperatae complexionis erat Eva, sed 
Adam temperatissimae. Si igitur non peccasset homo, nihil esset gradus; est namque gradus elongatio a 
temperantia. Nonne igitur in physicis instructo videbitur quod complexiones mutatae sint, quamvis hoc 
multi censeant esse impossibile?’ Translation from Boas, Essays on Primitivism, 82-85. 
103 These notions seem to faintly foreshadow much later classifications of mankind. Notably, in the 
eighteenth century, French philosopher Georges-Louis Buffon (1707-1788) addressed the issue how the 
descendants of Adam and Eve, expelled from paradise and living in inferior climates, suffered 
‘degeneration’. Buffon believed both in monogenesis and acquired hereditary characteristics as a result of 
environmental influences, for human beings, dispersed across the earth, ‘underwent divers changes, from 
the influence of climate, from the difference of food, and of the mode of living, from epidemical 
distempers, as also from an intermixture, varied ad infinitum, of individuals more or less resembling each 
other.’ Buffon’s theory seems remarkably similar to the beliefs discussed above. See Banton, Racial 
Theories, 5 and Isaac, Invention of Racism, 8-11. 
104 Bartlett, ‘Medieval and Modern Concepts of Race and Ethnicity’, 45. 
105 Idem, 47. 
106 In ‘The Difference the Middle ages Makes: Color and Race before the Modern World’, Journal of 
Medieval and Early Modern Studies 31/1 (2001), 1-37, Thomas Hahn also points out that blackness does 
not always have a negative connotation. In the German version of Mandeville’s Travels, for instance, 
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‘the palimpsest for the racialized representation of Islam’, the Saracen soon imagined as a dark-

haired, horned, big-nosed and broad-eared monstrosity with alluring sexual appeal in both 

geographical and literary sources, such as the Roman de la Rose, Aliscans or Fierabras.107 

Finally, I would like to add that biological theory also cut across social categories. Paul 

Freedman has demonstrated that the medieval peasant – like the black children of Ham a cursed 

descendant of Ham or Cain – is often represented as dark-skinned and deformed; in romance he can 

resemble a beast, or a Moor.108 Joseph Ziegler has also pointed out that physiognomic treatises, 

although saying next to nothing about ethnic groups, sporadically make class-specific references 

about intellectually deficient, hard-skinned peasants.109 These peasants were damned to a life of toil 

as a result of sin, from the Fall or the curse of Cain after he had murdered his brother Abel. A 

possible medical explanation for the peasant’s dark-skinned features can also be found in their 

proximity to the element earth when tilling the land. Not only ethnic but also social categories were 

thus subject to complexional variances. In a ‘Liber complexionum’, the anonymous author puts 

forwards the idea that a complexion also changes under the influence of a skill or occupation: iron 

and copper smiths are subject to heat and dryness (choleric), bath keepers to heat and humidity 

(sanguine), fishermen to cold and moisture (phlegmatic) and tillers of the land to cold and dryness 

(melancholy).110 In the later Middle Ages, the verse ‘When Adam dalved and Eve span, who was 

thanne a gentleman?’, popular during the Peasant Revolt of 1381, attempted to reverse this 

subjugation of the peasant, harkening back to the period before the Fall. However, stereotypes of 

otherness embodied in medical theory, religiously grounded in terms of sin, and culturally in terms 

of lack of civility, could remain tenacious and sometimes reappear in vehemence in modern Western 

Europe. 

  

                                                                                                                                                            
blackness signifies beauty (Hahn, The Difference the Middle Ages Makes’ 18). Within a monastic 
context, Bernard of Clairvaux elaborates on the famous words of the bride in the Song of Songs, ‘I am 
black but beautiful’ (1:5), blackness allowing ‘the soul to acknowledge and internalize an aspect of self-
loathing as means of achieving wholeness’. (Hahn, 21) Abelard, too, makes erotic allusions to blackness 
as an ingredient of desire (Hahn, 23). See also Friedman, Monstrous Races, 64-65.  
107 Cohen, ‘On Saracen Enjoyment’, 116-120, for an extensive discussion of dark skin colour and 
otherness regarding Saracens and Jews.  
108 Freedman, Images of the Medieval Peasant, 139-140. 
109 Ziegler, ‘Physiognomy, science’, 188. 
110 Quoted in Thorndike, ‘De Complexionibus’, 402. 
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*** 

Catalogues or lists have been ubiquitous since antiquity: the catalogue of ships in Homer’s Iliad; 

Ausonius’ list of fishes in the Mosella; lists of grapes and wine in Virgil’s Georgics; lists of places, 

rivers, philosophers, commodities – attempts to grasp and control chaos and catalogue diversity are 

persistent, especially in oral societies.1 The following three chapters are about the early development 

of just one type of list: the ethnic catalogue. From the tenth century onwards, concise lists summing 

up the contrasting virtues and vices of peoples suddenly spring up in Latin manuscripts compiled in 

monasteries in Western Europe. From the end of the eleventh century, these catalogues also form 

rhetorical devices in poetry, historiography, sermons, and letters written by monks and clerics 

educated in the liberal arts and frequenting the courts of Western Europe.  

Until today, very little research has been conducted on these early types of medieval ethnic 

catalogues, and no substantial explanation offered for their sudden appearance from the tenth century 

onwards.2 According to Joep Leerssen, catalogues of ethnic character sprang forth from the tradition 

of seventeenth-century neo-Aristotelian poetical writings. Influenced by Aristotle’s Poetics, a new 

understanding arose that in drama, a character’s actions should be in keeping with his personality. 

Poetical manuals, for example Julius Caesar Scaliger’s posthumously published Seven Books on 

Poetics (1561), thus provided the precepts for plausible characterization through use of stereotypical 

types with accompanying character traits. His enumeration of ethnic characterizations, says 

Leerssen, thus ‘shows an emerging comparative tendency to arrange moral praise and blame into 

patterns’.3 This urge to systematize, to categorize, was to surface in the Renaissance period and 

imbued seventeenth-century classicist thought, literature and culture. Furthermore, from the end of 

the seventeenth century, these catalogues evolved into detailed Völkertafeln (tables of peoples) in 

                                                      
1 Umberto Eco, The Infinity of Lists (London 2009), 49-50, 81-82. Cf. Homer, Iliad II, 483-759; 
Ausonius, Mosella, 75-149; Virgil, Georgics II, 89-104. For the copious redundancy in oral societies see 
Walter J. Ong, Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word (London and New York 2002), 39-
41.  
2 Although aware of these earlier lists, Franz Karl Stanzel, discussing the birth of catalogues of nations, 
remarked that it is not possible to trace how these catalogues first arose, and little order has been detected 
within the catalogues. Franz Karl Stanzel, ‘Das Nationalitätenschema in der Literatur und seine 
Entstehung zu Beginn der Neuzeit’, in Blaicher, Erstarrtes Denken, 84-96, here at 86-87.They are 
mentioned in a number of articles yet an explanation for their genesis is generally wholly absent. Cf. 
Meyvaert, ‘Voicing National Antipathy’, 747; Brühl, Die Geburt zweier Völker, 274; Heinrich Fichtenau, 
‘Gentiler und europäischer Horizont an der Schwelle des ersten Jahrtausends’, in Römische Historische 
Mitteilungen (1981), 80-97, here at 80; Bartlett, ‘Concepts of Race and Ethnicity’, 49; Stanislaw Kot, 
‘Old International Insults’, 181-209 for the development of these catalogues in the late Middle Ages in 
Eastern Europe. Franz K. Stanzel, ‘Zur literarischen Imagologie. Eine Einführung‘ in Franz K. Stanzel, 
Ingomar Weiler and Waldemar Zacharasiewicz (eds), Europäischer Völkerspiegel: Imagologisch-
ethnographische Studien zu den Völkertaflen des frühen 18. Jahrhunderts (Heidelberg 1999), 9-39, here 
at 20, notes the relationship between medieval catalogues and virtues and vices, but only in very general 
terms. Madeleine Jeay, Le commerce des mots: L’usage des listes dans la littérature médiévale (Geneva 
2006) is a recent study of the rise of lists in medieval literature, but not specifically on ethnic catalogues.  
Tia M. Kolbaba, The Byzantine Lists: Errors of the Latins (Urbana and Chicago 2000) discusses the Latin 
errors in the eyes of Byzantium in the wake of the eleventh-century schism, but these lists are far more 
descriptive and do not fall under the definition of lists and catalogues in these chapters.  
3 Scaliger’s Poetices libri septem. Leerssen, National Thought, 56-57.  
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which Europe’s prominent nations were presented in 

tables or matrixes, divided into rows and columns 

describing among others their ‘innate’ character, 

costumes, country, and religion. Two of the most 

famous examples of such Völkertafeln are the copper 

etching by Friedrich Leopold (1726, made in 

Augsburg) and the early eighteenth-century painting 

known as the Steirischen Völkertafel (originating from 

Styria, Austria), of which several copies exist, and 

which probably was based upon Leopold’s etching.4  

 

However, the emergence of these lists from the tenth 

century onwards – and the notion of an intermarriage 

between type, behaviour and character – cannot be attributed to the influence of Aristotle’s Poetics, 

as this text was not translated into Latin before 1278, by William of Moerbeke, four centuries after 

the appearance of the early lists.5 Why then did copyists, working in monastery libraries in the tenth 

century, decide to jot down lists of peoples and their virtues and vices? Why did they emerge so 

ubiquitously in medieval literature from the twelfth century? What was the purpose of these lists? 

Are they aligned to a certain schematization or mere random collections of stereotypes? In the 

following chapters I will discuss their function, epistemology, and the degree or lack of order within 

these lists. In chapter 4, I will address the early ethnic catalogues, which were arranged in compact 

lists. These were copied by monks in manuscripts related to encyclopaedic literature and must be 

viewed within a meditative context, serving as ethical-mnemonic instruments to ruminate the virtues 

and vices of human diversity in light of the world’s transitory nature. In chapter 5, I will examine 

more elaborate literary catalogues containing contemporary ethnic and geographical 

characterizations in the context of a new emphasis in twelfth-century rhetorical textbooks on 

creating literary character types as tools for invention and moral meditation.6 Such textbooks, used 

by clerics and monks in the artes-liberales program, were both manuals for stereotyping as well as 
                                                      
4 The development of contrastive lists into Völkertafeln in the late sixteenth and seventeenth century has 
been studied in detail by among others Franz Stanzel, Ingomar Weiler and Joep Leerssen. See Franz K. 
Stanzel, Ingomar Weiler and Waldemar Zacharasiewicz (eds), Europäischer Völkerspiegel. In ‘Zur 
literarischen imagologie’, 40-1, in the same publication, Stanzel offers a transcription of these 
Völkertafeln.  
5 Averroes’ commentary, written in 1175, was translated into Latin by Hermannus Alemannus in 1256, 
but it was not until the end of the fifteenth century that a Greek version of the text became available in 
Italy. See Marvin Theodore Herrick, The Poetics of Aristotle in England (New Haven, 1930), 1-13; Lane 
Cooper, The Poetics of Aristotle, Its Meaning and Influence (Boston, 1923), 92-98; Nicolino Applauso, 
Curses and Laughter: The Ethics of Political Invective in the Comic Poetry of High and Late Medieval 
Italy (unpublished diss., University of Oregon 2010), 23. 
6 Mary Carruthers, The Craft of Thought: Meditation, Rhetoric, and the Making of Images, 400-1200 
(reprint, Cambridge 2003), 123. 

Steirische Völkertafel, Österreichischen 
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repositories of ethnic stereotypes. As will be discussed, in both traditions – the meditative list and 

the more elaborate literary list – the catalogues are generally arranged geographically from East to 

West, in concurrence with the Christian path of the history of humanity, power and knowledge 

coursing in time and space from the Orient to the Occident. In the final part of this section, chapter 6, 

I will discuss ethnic lists of invective within Western Europe from a social perspective. In these lists 

of praise, blame and ridicule, both in Latin and the vernacular, ethnic invective can be an indicator of 

strong feelings of ethnic superiority and awareness of ethnic identity, at the same time affirming and 

reinforcing ethnic identities, as stereotypes were hurled back and forth in playful or more spiteful 

verbal jousts. In addition, this form of invective could serve to alleviate ethnic-social tensions within 

international communities, for example in university towns, as the array of ethnic images was all-

inclusive, ridiculing the vices of all the community members.7  

   

Pragmatic and poetic catalogues 

Before turning to these sources, it is useful however to first offer a cursory discussion of the 

epistemology of lists. Lists can, in general, reflect a fascination for or wonderment at the diversity of 

mankind.8 Indeed, lists of ethnic groups are multifarious, appearing in different forms and contexts 

such as the biblical genealogies listing the descendants of Noah’s progeny, the 72 nations of Genesis 

10.9 In these chapters examples are examined of two types of lists, distinguished by Franz Stanzel 

(in a discussion of sources of early modernity) as lexicons of epithets – enumerating the ethnic 

characteristics of one group – and Nationalitätenschemata, lists distinguishing behavioural traits and 

characteristics of ethnic groups in comparative schemas.10  

The overriding question in relation to these lists is their epistemology. Did they reflect cognitive 

schemas of the world’s diversity? Where did the knowledge come from, why was it listed, what kind 

of ordering or chaotic principle did these lists reflect? In his The Infinity of Lists, Umberto Eco has 

divided these lists into two categories: the pragmatic and the poetic. Under pragmatic lists Eco 

understands those which refer to objects in the outside world, with the practical purpose of listing 

                                                      
7 Applauso, Curses and Laughter, 2. 
8 Stanzel, ‘Nationalitätenschema’, 84. 
9 See for a wealth of sources material on ethnic genealogies in the Middle Ages, Arno Borst, Der 
Turmbau von Babel. Geschichte der meinungen über Ursprung und Vielfalt der Sprachen und Völker (4 
vols; Stuttgart 1957-1963); for an early Frankish genealogical table which does not mention ethnic virtues 
or vices, Walter Goffart, ‘The Supposedly Frankish Table of Nations’, in Frühmittelalterliche Studien 17 
(1983), 98-130; on ethnic genealogies Susan Reynolds, ‘Medieval Origines Gentium and the community 
of the realm’, in History 68 (1983), 375-390. 
10 Stanzel, ‘Nationalitätenschema’, 84. The lists under discussion here are those circulating as separate 
lists, and not, for example, those incorporated in Isidore’s Etymologiae IX in his chapter on languages, 
where he mentions how climate determines character (‘the Romans are serious, the Greeks shallow, the 
Africans fickle, the Gauls by nature ferocious’). Furthermore, although Nicholas Howe has distinguished 
between the list, which according to his definition is a ‘naming form’ which does not elaborate on the 
subject and often lacks order, and the catalogue, a ‘describing form’, whose order is clear and didactic, 
here both are used synonymously, as the lists under consideration here, all contain descriptive epithets. 
Nicholas Howe, Old English Catalogue Poems, 21-22. 



144 

 

them.11 These record things finite, existent and known (in this case: the known peoples of the 

world), to which they refer. According to Eco, these lists are unalterable.12 To give a simple 

example: a shopping list containing the ingredients for making spaghetti alla puttanesca will (or 

should) contain the items of flour, oil, garlic, onions, anchovies, chili peppers, black olives, capers, 

tomatoes and oregano, but not Brussels sprouts, gallons of petrol or the imaginary spice paradisium, 

never tasted yet purported to grow in large quantities in a region north of the north pole inaccessible 

due to its intense heat. Garlic, onions, olives are ingredients of what is in essence spaghetti with a 

sauce. We can liken this pragmatic list to attempts by eighteenth- and nineteenth-century naturalists 

engaged in classifying the zoological, botanical and human diversity in taxonomical 

schematizations.13 These taxonomies can, in a broad sense, be termed as pragmatic lists, 

‘classifying’ the known and finite peoples of the world (although these classifications of peoples 

were in reality based on quicksand, given the fact that ethnic groups are constructions and races do 

not exist but instead emanate from a human tendency to categorize individuals in groups or lumps). 

By comparing various ‘properties’ of human beings – hair, eye and skin colour, physiognomy – 

natural scientists thus tried to tried to subdivide humanity into various ‘races’ of the species of man 

(such as the Caucasian type), to which certain nations purportedly belonged.  

On the surface level, ethnic descriptions in medieval geographical and encyclopaedic literature 

would also seem to fall under the category of pragmatic description of the groups inhabiting the 

world. Lists, for example in Isidore’s Etymologies of the peoples and languages of the world, can be 

(and in the past have often been) interpreted as reflecting deficient geographical knowledge of ethnic 

groups in the Middle Ages (although any taxonomical discussion was totally absent).14 As will be 

discussed in chapter 4, however, medieval ethnic catalogues should not be approached in this 

manner. Neither did they attempt to list all the known, existent peoples, nor did they in this sense 

serve a pragmatic purpose.  

On the other hand, poetic lists enumerate something we cannot grasp; the aim is not to be 

exhaustive but to portray a part of some greater whole (in the realms of the imagination). In poetic 

catalogues, the scope of digression is subsequently much greater than in the pragmatic list. Although 

a distinction is made in these chapters between the early lists within a monastic context (discussed in 

chapter 4) and the literary catalogues (in chapter 5), both should indeed be placed under the category 

of the poetic list. However, these medieval ethnic catalogues should be viewed as forming a specific 

category of poetic lists, offering a rhetorical-ethical mnemonic device for pondering virtues and 

                                                      
11 The Infinity of Lists is itself a marriage of form and content employing the ‘topos of ineffability’ – 
something so large that it cannot be grasped, is captured in a list, thus displaying a sample of something 
infinite. Eco, Infinity of Lists, 49. 
12 Idem, 113. 
13 Leerssen, National Thought, 55; Banton, Racial Theories, 2-6. 
14 See for discussions of medieval empirical-geographical knowledge for example Edson, Mapping Time 
and Space; Lozovsky, The Earth Is Our Book, 139-155; Andrew Gow, ‘Fra Mauro’s World View’, in 
P.D.A. Harvey (red.), The Hereford World Map. Medieval World Maps and their Context (London 2006), 
405-414. 
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vices, God’s designs for humanity, the fleeting nature of the world and hidden meanings.15 This 

must be understood in relation to the specifically medieval notion that all things created – the 

diversity of flora and fauna, of precious stones, birds, fish, animals, mankind and its division into 

peoples and languages – emanated as signs of God’s providence. As such, medieval peoples each 

fulfilled their role within the temporal and spatial context of the past creation in the East and future 

destruction in the West, upon which the earth would end and the Final Judgment would be 

pronounced. These ethnic catalogues were devised especially to ponder on the fleeting nature of 

mankind and to conjure up images in the mind of sin or sanctity, using the imagination.16  

It is this typical form of medieval thinking – that all must be viewed within a historical 

movement of time and space – which complicates Eco’s distinction between the practical and the 

poetical.17 For where in his division between practical and poetic, the first category contains those 

things existent, within a medieval epistemology, all things, both past and present, were viewed 

within a parallel and simultaneous timeframe of creation, temporality and final events within the 

narrative of salvation. This concept of time – as both linear and coetaneous – and space is 

fundamental to understanding both medieval mappae mundi and historiography, as well as medieval 

ethnic catalogues and their meaning. Thus within this temporal-geographical theological narrative, 

the purpose of ethnic catalogues was not merely to offer pragmatic or poetic lists, but to list things 

real or imaginary to a moral end – to ruminate on good and evil, picturing it in one’s mind, in order 

to choose good over evil.  

                                                      
15 Carruthers, Craft of Thought, 116-171. 
16 Idem, 131. 
17 Indeed, this division between a finite list of things, or places, or peoples, without the necessity to 
mention their accidental properties, and those – infinite – with their properties, can be discerned in the 
many lists of towns, bishoprics, and ecclesiastical provinces. See for example the countless lists in 
Gervase of Tilbury’s Otia Imperialia II, which are indeed simply lists without properties, and those of 
peoples, which are accompanied by epithets. Yet this division is certainly not clear-cut, as the many lists 
of English towns or counties and their products or characteristics discussed in chapter 5 demonstrate. See 
Eco, Infinity of Lists, 18. 
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4 

Moral Catalogues of Mankind 
 

Although catalogues of ethnic groups, their virtues and vices, are not exclusive to the Latin world, it 

is especially in Latin manuscripts in the West that catalogues crop up from the tenth century 

onwards.1 These ethnic catalogues listing virtues and vices should be viewed first and foremost as 

ethical devices. Ruminating about the transient nature of the world, the fleetingness of all things 

created, monks could take these lists to hand and pause on the sins and virtues of nations in time and 

space, on an east-west axis. Although Nicholas Howe has argued that catalogues present information 

firstly for knowledge’s sake,2 it is their moral-rhetorical function – to recall a thing’s essence by 

chewing, as Mary Carruthers termed the monastic exercise of meditation – which predominates.3 As 

such, these lists should be viewed as a product of the medieval oral culture, as tools to remember and 

ruminate.4  

                                                      
1 In an Armenian text of the early eighth century, recorded (although not composed) by archbishop 
Stephen of Siunik, ten peoples and their speech characteristics are summed up. Borst, Turmbau von 
Babel, vol. 1, 282; Paul de Lagarde, ‘Agathangelos’, in Abhandlungen der Königlichen Gesellschaft der 
Wissenschaften zu Göttingen, Historisch-Philologische Klasse 35 (1889), 150-163. In the thirteenth 
century, this list was incorporated by the Armenian Wardan Areveltsi in his history of the world until 
1267. As Paul de Lagarde has remarked, in this list language is reflective of a group’s putative character. 
The Greek language is soft-natured, the Latin strong; that of the Huns audacious; the Assyrian humble or 
suppliant; the Persian rich; the Alan friendly; the Goth pleasant; the Egyptian tongue guttural, the Indian 
twittering like birds, and the Armenian agreeable, attaining all the qualities of the other languages. De 
Lagarde conjectures that this list was probably put together in the fifth century by an inhabitant of the 
East Roman Empire.De Lagarde, ‘Agathangelos’, 151. I am relying on De Lagarde’s translation of the 
Armenian text. 
2 Howe, Old English Catalogue Poems, 24. 
3 Mary Carruthers uses this notion of chewing and images as food for memory work and meditation in 
the Craft of Thought, for example on page 136.  
4 Stanzel, ‘Zur literarischen Imagologie’, 35-36 discusses Jack Goody’s concept (in Domestification of 
the Savage Mind) that schematization arose from the transition from an oral to a written culture, in which 
memory and orality remain dominant. As Mary Carruthers argues throughout The Craft of Thought, 
however, it is especially within an oral culture that such schemas were necessary in order to memorize. 
According to Umberto Eco, the list is typical of primitive cultures, which lack a precise image of the 
universe. In such cultures, an attempt is made to list as many properties as possible without hierarchy. 
Listing (accidental) properties thus begins when we cannot grasp the boundaries of that which we wish to 
portray. Thus, as Eco notes, the list returns in the Middle Ages in encyclopaedic texts defining the 
material and spiritual. Cf. Eco, Infinity of Lists, 18. However, the function of these lists is not necessarily 
to grasp boundaries. 
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Lists could easily be memorized in the classroom, just as school children today still have to chant 

the names of counties, capitals or continents. But even so, I believe that it is highly likely that these 

catalogues, within their encyclopaedic context, served more than a practical function. This has to do 

with medieval hermeneutics, wherein encyclopaedic knowledge had both an educational, religious 

and moral purpose – these went hand in hand. In effect, just as most medieval maps, with the 

exception of the late medieval maps containing nautical information, were not intended to offer a 

topographical representation of the world, so these ethnic catalogues did not serve to offer practical 

information.5 Knowledge of geographical places, described by means of an etymology of their 

names, offered a tool in understanding the Bible’s hidden messages.6 Moreover, by recollecting 

biblical geography, an important stage of events in the life story of humanity, by chewing on the 

diversity of mankind, remembering peoples’ role in history and their ethnic ‘essence’, monks could 

thus hope to incur wisdom and strengthen their moral character.7 Searching through the ‘pockets of 

memory’ in their mind, those in the cloisters could thus hope to recognize sin through picturing the 

images of sinful peoples in their minds.  

In this chapter, the early genesis of these comparative ethnic lists with concise enumerations of 

(mostly) vices will be discussed. Why did these lists suddenly appear in the tenth century in 

manuscripts produced in monasteries? Why were ethnic images ‘chewed’ on in this period? As we 

shall see, besides serving as common ethical devices for meditation, these ethnic catalogues should 

also be viewed within the specific medieval Christian concept of God’s creation of the world and its 

teleological destiny, concluding with the Last Things and Final Judgment. It is the moral character of 

these peoples in relation especially to their (failed) Christianization and possible attainment of God’s 

salvation at the end of time which is the underlying concept of these early ethnic catalogues. 

Chewing on ethnic images was thus, notably, chewing on the role of nations and their virtues and 

vices in relation to the end of time. 

First, in this chapter, I will discuss the earliest extant ethnic catalogues in relation to their purpose 

as ethical instruments above repositories of practical information. These ethnic catalogues first 

appear in manuscripts held in Spanish monastic libraries within an Isidorean context. In addition, the 

contents of the ethnic lists will be examined – what was the food on which the monks were chewing? 

Were these characterizations drawn from ancient literary stereotypes, exegetical commentaries, or 

more practical information? I will then discuss the moral function of these catalogues in relation to 

comparative schematizations contrasting ethnic virtues and vices. Finally, I will address the internal 

order of these catalogues, an order which generally follows the geographical-temporal course from 

East to West. This will be discussed in relation to the eschatological notion of the creation of time in 

                                                      
5 Classified by David Woodward as ‘transitional’ and by Evelyn Edson as ‘detailed’ maps. See Edson, 
Mapping Time and Space, 3 and 7-9. 
6 Lozovsky, The Earth Is Our Book, 48. 
7 Carruthers, Craft of Thought, 30-31, 146. See chapter 1, where I argue that in medieval learning 
Western intellectuals explored the ‘role’ of geography not mentioned in the Bible.    
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the East and the end of all things in the West, when Christendom had reached the farthest peoples on 

the fringes of the West. Thus, just as the encyclopaedias and mappae mundi explained the world and 

all things and beings in it as part of God’s creation in time, so ethnic groups ‘fulfilled’ their role in 

the history of mankind, either opening their ears and minds to the apostolic message or, due to their 

‘innate’ ethnic vices, remaining deaf and stubborn in their sinfulness.8  

 

The earliest ethnic catalogues can be arranged loosely into two groups: those predominantly listing a 

set of vices (though often commencing with the glory or wisdom of the Greeks or Egyptians); and 

those contrasting virtues and vices (usually starting with the envy of the Jews).9 First we shall turn to 

the earliest extant list, often rubricated as ‘De proprietatibus gentium’ (On the Properties of Peoples), 

whose point of beginning is Greek wisdom in the East. In the Appendixes, an overview is presented 

of all the lists discussed in this chapter. 

 

Ethnic lists 

At first glance, the composite tenth-century manuscript including the earliest known Latin ethnic 

catalogue which has come down to us, ‘Wisdom of the Greeks, Strength of the Goths’, seems to 

contain much encyclopaedic material for knowledge’s sake (Appendix I). It is found in the Codex 

Aemilianensis, originating from the monastery of Suso in San Millán de la Cogolla, in mountainous 

La Rioja in northern Spain. The manuscript also contains the ninth-century Asturian Albelda 

Chronicle and Prophetic Chronicle and lists twelve peoples and their characteristics, mostly virtues 

or vices: 

 

The wisdom of the Greeks.  

The strength of the Goths.  

The knowledge of the Chaldeans.10  

                                                      
8 See especially Edson, Mapping Time and Space; Evelyn Edson, ‘World Maps and Easter Tables: 
Medieval Maps in Context’, in Imago Mundi 48/1 (1996) 25-34; David Woodward, ‘Reality, Symbolism, 
Time, and Space in Medieval World Maps’, in Annals of the Association of American Geographers 75/4 
(1985), 510-521. For the interplay between text and image see Uwe Ruberg, ‘Mappae Mundi des 
Mittelalters im Zusammenwirken von Text und Bild’, in Christel Meier and Uwe Ruberg (eds), Text und 
Bild: Aspekte des Zusammenwirkens zweier Künste in Mittelalter und früher Neuzeit (Wiesbaden 1980), 
550-592; Marcia Kupfer, ‘Medieval World Maps: Embedded Images, Interpretative Frames’, in Word & 
Image 10/3 (1994), 262-288; Kathleen Biddick, ‘The ABC of Ptolemy. Mapping the World with the 
Alphabet’, in Tomasch and Gilles (eds), Text and Territory, 268-293. 
9 See Appendix VI. 
10 Here, the knowledge of the Chaldeans refers to their astrological science. Cf. Daniel 1:4 ‘…children in 
whom there was no blemish, well favoured, and skillful in all wisdom, acute in knowledge, and instructed 
in science, and such as might stand in the king’s palace, that he might teach them the learning, and tongue 
of the Chaldeans.’ See for example the Arabic Iberian Book of the Categories of Nations by Said al-
Andalusi: ‘Among the Chaldeans, there are many great scholars and well-established savants who 
contributed generously to all the branches of human knowledge, especially mathematics and theology. 
They had particular interest in the observation of planets and carefully searched through the secrets of the 
skies. They had well-established knowledge in the nature of the stars and their influence.’ In Sema’an I. 
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The arrogance of the Romans.11  

The ferocity of the Franks.  

The wrath of the Britons.  

The passion of the Scots.12  

The hardness of the Saxons.  

The cupidity of the Persians.  

The envy of the Jews.  

The peace of the Ethiopians.13  

The commerce of the Gauls.14 

 

The context of the ‘Wisdom of the Greeks’ breathes encyclopaedic learning; it is preceded by a 

number of geographical items, such as an ‘Enquiry of the Whole World’ (following Iulius Honorius’ 

fifth-century Cosmography), with the number of seas, islands, mountains, provinces and so forth; an 

‘Enquiry of Spain’, containing a description of Spain based on Isidore’s Etymologies; a list of 

Visigothic episcopal provinces; of the length of Spanish rivers, and the Seven Wonders of the 

World.15 The catalogue is followed by a list of commodities in Iberian regions, such as Narbonne 

chicken, Baeza figs, Galician honey, and science and education in Toledo in the period when the 

Goths ruled (Appendix II); a list of the five vowels, semivowels and consonants based on Priscian; a 

list of distances between Roman towns, and so forth.16 Although the manuscript does not contain 

Isidore’s Etymologies, the Isidorean – partially encyclopaedic – context is evident.17 Likewise, in the 

                                                                                                                                                            
Salem and Alok Kumar (eds and transl.), Science in the Medieval World (Austin 1991), 18-19. However, 
the Chaldeans were also viewed as enemies to Israel; in ninth-century Asturia, Saracens were often called 
Chaldeans, opposing the Goths, the new Israelites. See below, note 86. 
11 The arrogance of the Romans possibly alludes to Augustine’s criticism that ancient Rome only desired 
justice in order to achieve fame, and arrogantly created its gods to enhance its power. Cf. Josef Benzinger, 
Invectiva in Romam: Romkritik im Mittelalter vom 9. Bis zum 12. Jahrhundert (Lübeck and Hamburg, 
1968), 20-21. 
12 Cf. Jerome, Adversus Iovinianum, Patrologia Latina 0610 II. The Scots in this period were the 
inhabitaof nts Ireland.  
13 Cf. Orosius, Historiae adversum paganos I 4, 5-6. 
14 Printed in Chroniques Asturiennes, ed. Yves Bonnaz (Paris 1987), 11: ‘Sapientia Graecorum. Fortia 
Gothorum. Consilia Chaldaeorum. Superbia Romanorum. Ferocitas Francorum. Ira Britanniae. Libido 
Scottorum. Duritia Saxonum. Cupiditas Persarum. Invidia Iudaeorum. Pax Aethioporum. Commercia 
Gallorum.’ Although the earliest surviving example is contained in the Chronicle D’Albelda, completed 
in November 883, the list is not inserted in all the manuscripts of the chronicle. The oldest containing this 
list is the Codex Aemilianensis, Madrid Biblioteca Real Academia de la Historia MS 39, and dating circa 
950. For the Albelda Chronicle, see Conquerors and Chroniclers of Early Medieval Spain, transl. and ed. 
Kenneth Baxter Wolf (Liverpool 1999), 1-56. See Appendix I. Cf. Bonnaz, ‘Introduction’, in Chroniques 
Asturiennes, xxix-xxx. This section of the manuscript is titled Liber Chronica. Cf. Meyvaert, ‘Voicing 
National Antipathy’ 747; Brühl, Die Geburt zweier Völker, 274; Fichtenau, Horizont, 80; Bartlett, 
‘Concepts of Race and Ethnicity’, 49; Bautier, ‘Peuples, provinces’, 3-4.  
15 It deviates from the traditional list. Bonnaz, ‘Introduction’, lxxi note 4. 
16 Chroniques Asturiennes, ed. Bonnaz, 8-13.  
17 Bonnaz, ‘Introduction’, lxviii-lxx; Howe, Old English Catalogue Poems, 15 also presupposes a 
relationship between the encyclopedic tradition and Old English catalogue poems. However, he cannot 
point to direct borrowings.  
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eleventh-century section of the so-called Roda Codex, the same catalogue features alongside a whole 

section of texts related to Isidore, including his praise of Spain, the ‘Enquiry’ of Spain, the Seven 

Wonders of the World, and the 72 languages of the world, which were said to have sprung forth 

from God’s punishment for mankind’s hubris in building the Tower of Babel.18  

This early list is thus embedded in much geographical ‘knowledge’ as well as texts on grammar 

and language. The list of distances between Roman towns in the Codex Aemilianensis indeed stems 

from the ancient itinerary tradition of recording the routes to destinations.19 However, this catalogue 

of ethnic groups did not primarily serve practical reasons, such as travel. Indeed, what practical 

travel knowledge would this list offer an Asturian pilgrim – a list which speaks of the knowledge of 

the Chaldeans, or peace of the Ethiopians? This, however, was not the point. The scribe in Rioja, 

although not planning on making any road trip himself, included his (or copied an older lost version 

of another scribe’s) world view of peoples and their characteristics foremostly as a reference tool for 

reading, meditation and memorization. The medieval ethnic catalogue’s primary function was an 

ethical-mnemonic device to ruminate on the sinfulness of peoples within the concept of time and 

space. As such, these references prompted the monk to ponder about human diversity and vice. The 

list of 72 nations (said to have arisen from the confusion of languages) in this manuscript thus 

prodded the monk to recall how humanity – once united linguistically – had become confused and 

scattered across the earth as a result of God’s wrath, as recorded in Genesis. The list of ethnic groups 

– the scattered nations across the face of the earth – and their virtues and vices further enticed the 

monk to rethink the fate of human diversity in his mind, especially in regards to the embracement of 

Christianity. This he learned to do off by heart; such texts functioning as mnemonic tools of 

remembering.20 Instead of embarking on a material journey, the scribe thus went on an emotional 

one, chewing on the words and images in his mind, painting the images, as Jerome had said, in his 

heart.21 

 

Food for thought 

This leads to the question what the monks were chewing on. Where did their food for thought come 

from? The ethnic reputations were the reaping of centuries of learned religious and literary 

                                                      
18 Real Academia de la Historia, MS 78 f. 196v. In another manuscript, Madrid, MS X 161. of the 
eleventh or twelfth century, the same catalogue again precedes the 72 languages, and the Six Ages of the 
World. Both Madrid, MS X 161 and MS 78 (see below) are also preceded by a section containing 
Orosius’ Historiae adversum paganos. 
19 Some of these lists, such as the late third-century Antonine Itinerary charting land and sea routes, were 
carefully preserved in several manuscript collections; around 700, the famous Ravenna Cosmography 
lists circa five thousand geographical locations. Emily Albu, ‘Imperial Geography and the Medieval 
Peutinger Map’, in Imago Mundi 57/2 (2005) 136-148, here at 137-138. 
20 See further chapter 5 for the relation between mnemonics and rhetoric, as discussed in Carruthers, 
Craft of Thought. 
21 Carruthers, Craft of Thought, 132-134. 
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historiographical tradition.22 Knowledge of the diversity of mankind was gathered partly from 

classical tradition (stereotypes often originally based on climate theory, but whether the monks were 

aware of this is uncertain) and medieval encyclopaedias. Some of the characterizations can be 

stamped as ‘classical secular knowledge’: the Franks’ ferocity, the wrath of the Britons, the stupidity 

of the Saxons are commonplaces based on the unfavourable classical opinion of northern peoples as 

harsh, headstrong, unintelligent  and fierce.23  

However, many characterizations stem either directly from, or in exegetical commentaries upon, 

the Pauline letters in the New Testament – letters written to evangelize and spread the message that 

the Messiah had arrived on earth and that the heavenly kingdom was nigh. In his exegetical 

commentary on the Galatians’ character trait of foolishness (foolish for choosing Mosaic Law above 

the Christian faith), for example, Jerome writes that ‘we have discussed in Paul’s letter to the 

Galatians how the Cretans are denoted as liars, the Galatians as stupid, or the Israelites as stiff-

necked, or each province according to its own vice’.24 This a scribe has condensed in the catalogue 

‘The envy of the Jews. The astuteness of the Greeks’ in a tenth-century computus manuscript 

(Appendix VIII), and it is repeated and expanded by Robert Grosseteste around 1230: ‘The stiff-

necked and grave hearted [= melancholy?] Jews, fickle Greeks, Cretan liars, ferocious Dalmatians, 

deceitful Moors, Franks swollen with rage, clever Athenians, indocile, senseless, slow-minded 

Galatians.’25 Both refer to the Apostle Paul’s letters to community members residing among the 

Galatians and Cretans offering advice in proselytization; Epimenides’ paradox (the Cretan 

Epimenides’ claim that all Cretans are liars) is quoted in Paul’s letter to Titus to exemplify their 

unreliability.26 Both center on how peoples, according to the character of the province where they 

come from, are deaf to the Christian message.  

                                                      
22 Stanzel, ‘Der nationalitätenschema’, 85 notes that most stereotypes in early modernity were drawn 
from an ethnographic-literary treasure store. I would however like to emphasize here the influence of 
Bible exegesis, whose commentators reinforced traditional stereotypes.  
23 See Fraesdorff, Der barbarische Norden, 187-194.  
24 Jerome, Patrologia Latina 26, Col. 0574C: ‘Quomodo autem vel Cretenses mendaces, et stulti Galatae, 
vel dura cervice Israel, vel unaquaeque provincia proprio vitio denotetur, in Epistola Pauli ad Galatas 
disseruimus.’ See also Hrabanus Maurus, Enarrationes in epistolas Beati Pauli, Patrologia Latina 112, 
Col. 0672A. 
25 Einsiedeln Stiftsbibliothek 321 f. 136: ‘Judei duri cervice et gravi corde Greci leves Cretenses 
mendaces Dalmate feroces Mauri vani Franci tumidi Athenienses ingeniosi Galate indociles, vecordes, 
tardiores ad sapientiam’. Robert Grosseteste, Expositio in epistulam sancti Pauli ad Galatas III 1, ed. 
James MacEvoy: ‘ut Cretenses mendaces, malae bestiae, uentres pigri; Mauri uani; Dalmatae feroces; 
Phrygae timidi; Athenienses ingeniosi; Graeci leues; Iudaei graues corde et dura ceruice’. Cf. Gabriel 
Meier, Catalogus codicum manu scriptorum qui in Bibliotheca Monasterii Einsidlensis (1899), vol 1, 
292-294. It should be noted that the Einsiedeln catalogue does not include the fearful Phrygians 
mentioned by Grosseteste. The stiff-necked is a reference to Exodus 32:9 and Deuteronomy 9:13, where 
the Isrealites break the covenant by constructing a golden calf in the absence of Moses, whilst he is 
receiving the Ten Commandments on Mount Horeb. God’s wrath threatens to destroy the idolators. The 
Germans are sometimes also called stiff-necked. 
26 Titus 1:12. 
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Likewise, the envy of the Jews, and their stubbornness in rejecting Jesus as the Messiah, is 

prominent in many of these catalogues.27 This image runs through the New Testament and Bible 

exegesis; it is, for example, evoked in a passage on Paul and Barnabas’ preaching in Antioch, where 

their proselytizing success among the non-Jewish audiences was said to incite envy among the Jews, 

who ridiculed the evangelists and displayed stubbornness in their refusal to accept the Christian 

message.28 Jews, it was thought, had failed to comprehend their own divinely prophesized destiny 

and therefore lived ‘in error that they should have readily been able to understand and rectify’.29 

This is relevant as Augustine had taught that Jews played a crucial role in humanity’s salvation, as 

their repentance and conversion to Christianity were deemed incumbent to Christ’s Second 

Coming.30 This would explain the prominent place of the Jews in the catalogues. Moreover, the 

worst sin of all, arrogance or pride (superbia), interpreted as rebellion against God and root of all 

evil, is attributed to Rome. This would again point to the biblical-exegetical origin of these 

characterizations, reflecting Rome’s early persecution of Christians and the ambivalent shift in its 

reputation from the centre of civilization and virtus, as viewed in Roman antiquity, to a location of 

impiety, avarice, malice and other evils, as expounded in the Pauline letter to the Romans and 

frequently satirized in eleventh and twelfth century Latin poetry.31  

In the same catalogue, some peoples are also compared to animals: the Saxons to horses, the 

Britons to goats, the Picts to beasts of burden, the Scots to birds.32 These comparisons are related to 

the moral lessons of medieval bestiaries, although these do not mention European peoples by name, 

and the monstrous races only by exception.33 In medieval bestiaries he-goats (hirci) are associated 

with lust; the devil was believed to take on the guise of a goat in order to have sex with a female, a 

practice still going on in twelfth-century Ireland according to Gerald of Wales.34 It is likely that 

                                                      
27 The term used is often ‘stiff-necked’; see further chapter 7 note 66 and 69 for the stiff-necked 
Germans.  
28 Acts 13:45. See Suzanne Lewis, ‘Tractatus adversus Judaeos in the Gulbenkian Apocalypse’, in The 
Art Bulletin 68/4 (1986), 543-566, here at 552 for apocalyptical  images of Jewish obstinacy. 
29 Robert Chazan, Medieval Stereotypes and Modern Antisemitism (Berkeley 1997), 11.  
30 Cf. Augustine, De civitate Dei XVII 46 and XX 29 and Tractatos adversus Judaeos, Patrologia Latina 
42, 51-67; Sermo 200, 2 in Patrologia Latina 38, 1030. See Lewis, ‘Tractatus adversus Judaeos’, 544 note 
4 for further references. Jeffrey Richards, Sex, Dissidence and Damnation. Minority Groups in the Middle 
ages (New York 1990), 93; B. Blumenkranz, ‘Augustin et les juifs; Augustin et le judaisme’, in 
Recherches augustiniennes 1 (1958), 225-241.  
31 Romans 1:18-32. Ingomar Weiler, ‘Ethnographische Typisierungen im antiken und mittelalterlichen 
Vorfeld der “Völkertafel”’, in Stanzel, Weiler and Zacharasiewicz (eds), Europäischer Völkerspiegel, 97-
118, here at 107. For anti-Roman invective, see chapter 5 note 54 for further references. 
32 See For another, much later example of comparing peoples to animals, see Berckenmeyer’s Curieuser 
Antiqvarius (printed in 1731), 10-12, wherein the Frenchman is compared to an eagle, the German to a 
bear, the Italian to a fox, the Spaniard to an elephant, the Englishman to a lion regarding their behaviour. 
Quoted in Stanzel, ‘Zur literarischen Imagologie’, 19. 
33 Friedman, The Monstrous Races, 122-124.  
34 Gerald of Wales, Topographia Hibernica II 23-24, ed. Dimock, 110, transl. O’Meara, 58. According to 
Jeffrey Cohen, we must view Gerald’s remarks as part of his representation of women in corporal 
demonizing terms, at the same time expressing desire conjoined to disgust, cf. Cohen, ‘Hybrids, 
Monsters, Borderlands’, 93; Debra Hassig, ‘Sex in the Bestiaries’, in Debra Hassig (ed.), The Mark of the 
Beast (New York 2000) 72; in an Icelandic saga written before 1200, the Danes are ridiculed as goats and 
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these animal comparisons also, like the awaited conversion of the Jews, had an apocalyptic context, 

which will be discussed further below. In the twelfth-century Hortus deliciarum, written for the 

Benedictine Hohenburg nunnery (also known as Mont Sainte-Odile) in Alsace, a versus rapportati 

depicting a monster made up of animal parts, is accompanied by an eschatological text on the Six 

Cities (the city of angels, the worldy city, Jerusalem, Bablylon, hell, paradise respectively) with 

reference to Psalm 48:13, stating that man seeking honour will perish like beasts.35 Eschatological 

animal imagery is also present in Rupert of Deutz’ twelfth-century On the Victory of God’s Word, 

where he relates the apocalyptic seven heads of the dragons to the kingdoms of Egypt, Israel, 

Babylon, the Persians and Medes, the Greeks, Romans and the Antichrist. The lioness symbols 

Babylon, the bear the Persians and Medes, the leopard the Greeks, the beast with the ten horns the 

Romans.36 In the Ethiopic Book of the Mysteries of the Heavens and Earth, in an Abyssinian 

manuscript spuriously identified as the lost ‘Book of Enoch’ in the seventeenth century, seven 

nations are similarly related to seven animals, for example Ishmaelites to wild asses, Canaanites to 

crows and Persians, in this case, to lions.37 Here, the animals to which these peoples are compared, 

have an allegorical meaning (as in medieval bestiaries), within an eschatological context, as this 

catalogue is preceded by a passage on the Seven Earthquakes, prophesized in the Book of 

Revelation, upon the breaking of the sixth seal at the Final Judgment, which again concludes with 

animal imagery.38 Animal comparisons continue to crop up in later sources such as John of Fordun’s 

Scotichronicon, comparing the English to foxes, the French to lambs, the Normans to large bears, the 

Britons to boars, and the Scots to lions.39 Just as animals were allegorically compared to peoples, so 

they could also symbolize capital sins.40  

                                                                                                                                                            
the Swedes as horse eaters, according to Koht a ‘scornful term for pagans’. Koht, ‘Dawn of Nationalism’, 
276. A twelfth-century Latin bestiary, on the other hand, speaks of the sharp eyesight of goats (capri), 
symbolizing God’s omniscience, and the fiery warlike character of the horse. See for example The Book 
of Beasts, transl. T.H. White (New York 1984), 40-41 and 74-75. 
35 Cf. Gérard Cames, ‘A propos de deux monstres dans l’Hortus deliciarum’, in Cahiers de civilisation 
médiévale 11 (1968), 587-603, here at 587-589. More research needs to be done on imagery in twelfth- 
and thirteenth-century distinctiones and biblical glosses explaining animal allegory in relation to 
ethnicity. 
36 Quoted by Whalen, Dominion of God, 80. 
37 See The Book of the Mysteries of the Heavens and the Earth and Other Works of Bartholomaeus 
Anglicuskhayla Mîkâ’êl (Zôsîmâs), ed. and transl. E.A. Wallis Budge (London 1935), v-xx. It was later 
ascribed to an unknown fifteenth-century Bakhayla Mîkâ’êl, but parts of the manuscript may be older.  
38 For medieval bestiary literature in general see for example Wilma B. George, The Naming of the 
Beasts. Natural History in the Medieval Bestiary (London 1991); Hassig, The Mark of the Beast. See 
Revelations 6:1-8 for animal imagery in the Apocalypse. Cf. ‘And hearken also to the word of the 
Prophets and Apostles, “There have gone forth from Jacob and the House of Israel those who are called 
sheep”, even as Enoch saith, “From the ass of the desert shall be born an ox”, that is to say, Abraham 
from Târâ, and a ram shall be born from the ram, which he saith is Jacob, from Isaac. And Esau he calls 
“a pig of the desert”’; The Book of Mysteries, 108. In Honorius of Autun’s Imago Mundi XXVI, a number 
of cities are compared to animals: Rome to a lion, Brindisi to a dear, Carthage to an ox, Troyes to a horse.  
39 John of Fordun, Scotichronicon II 126: ‘Sculptor, dum sculpes Anglos, facies quasi vulpes, / Et Gallos 
agnos, Normannos fac bene magnos / Ursos, sed Britannos apros, Scotosque leones.’ Walther, Scherz’, 
153a. Here the comparison is however that of a sculpted image. Cf. also K.F.W. Wander, Deutsches 
Sprichwörter-Lexicon (Leipzig 1876), vol. 4, 648: ‘Hispanus instar Elephantis, Italus instar Vulpis, 
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Chewing on the food of images both classical and exegetical, these monks were thus engaging in 

exercises to contemplate a people’s proclivity to fall into sin and its role in the history of humanity. 

The purpose of these exercises was however not to succumb to the pitfalls of vice but to overcome 

these inclinations and achieve virtue by imitating good and avoiding evil.41 The rise of comparative 

ethnic catalogues in the tenth century can be viewed in line with a heightened attention to moral 

comparative admonition in this period. To this end, the fourth-century heuristic scheme developed 

by Prudentius was repeatedly employed to ruminate on the fate of mankind. In one of the most 

influential of allegorical pitched battles between good and evil, Prudentius’ Psychomachia thus 

visualizes in words how Christianity overcomes heathen idolatry, Anger attacking Patience, Chastity 

beleaguered by Lust.42 It is especially within the comparative ethnic catalogues – notably those 

beginning with ‘The Envy of Jews’ – that this same moral function of the lists comes to light. More 

generally, around the ninth century, a rise in the production of treatises on virtues and vices (by 

among others Alcuin) also occurred in light of the Carolingian ethical reform.43 The generation of 

the accumulative ethnic catalogue will be discussed further below. 

 

Contrasting virtues and vices 

Although none of the catalogues of peoples correspond directly to the Evagrian or Gregorian ethical 

systems of seven or eight deadly sins, and as such cannot be viewed as a systematic application of 

the cardinal sins or virtues to ethnicities, both are obviously closely related and aim at controlling the 

passions of the soul.44 The medieval binary viewpoint of interpreting a thing by means of contrast – 

in bono and in malo – was indeed also applied to peoples and served an admonitory purpose.45  

How moral battles could be transformed into ethical devices of meditation in this period becomes 

clear from the following example. Just as Christianity battles heathen beliefs in Prudentius’ 

Pyschomachia, so does a pitched battle between the vices occur in Salvian of Marseilles’ fifth-

century On the Governance of God. In this highly moralistic work condemning the vices of the 

Christians in the late antique world – vices which are more damnable than those of the invading 

barbarians, because the latter lack the Word of God – Salvian engages rhetoric to drive his message 

home. The Christians are equally steeped in vice as the barbarians – ‘the barbarians are unjust, and 
                                                                                                                                                            
Gallus instar Aquilae, Anglus instar Leonis, Germanus instar Ursi’; the text states: in relation to courage 
(the source is presumably much later). 
40 Morton W. Bloomfield, The Seven Deadly Sins: An Introduction to the History of a Religious Concept 
(Ann Arbor 1967), 60. 
41 Carruthers, Craft of Thought, 159. 
42 Idem, 148. 
43 Richard Newhauser, The Treatise on Vices and Virtues in Latin and the Vernacular (Turnhout 1993), 
114-120. 
44 Bloomfield, The Seven Deadly Sins, 66. Various systems existed. In the sixth century, Gregory the 
Great listed seven principal sins: vainglory, envy, wrath, sadness, avarice, gluttony and lust – all 
stemming from the sin of pride. Earlier, in fourth-century Egypt, the ascetic monk Evagrius had drawn up 
an eighth-fold system including pride. In ‘Nationalitätenschema’, 87, Stanzel also relates the early 
catalogues to the seven deadly sins. 
45 Friedman, The Monstrous Races, 123. 

http://www.zeno.org/Wander-1867/A/Gallus
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so are we. The barbarians are avaricious, and so are we. The barbarians are unfaithful, and so are we. 

The barbarians are greedy, and so are we. The barbarians are lewd, and so are we.’46 Yet the sin of 

the barbarians is less displeasing to God, as they are pagans. The Christians, on the other hand, 

should have known better. Salvian goes on to discuss a number of specific vices of the barbarians:  

 

The Saxons are savage. The Franks are treacherous. The Gepidae are ruthless. The Huns are 

lewd. In short, the life of all barbarian nations is corruption itself. Do you think their vices have 

the same guilt as ours? Is the lewdness of the Huns as blameworthy as ours? Is the perfidy of the 

Franks as reprehensible as ours? Is the drunkenness of the Alemanni as blameworthy as the 

drunkenness of Christians? Is the rapacity of the Alani as much to be condemned as the greed of 

Christians? What is stranger if a Hun or Gepid cheats, he who is completely ignorant of the crime 

of cheating? What will a Frank who lies do that is new, he who thinks perjury is a kind of word 

and not a crime?47 

 

Salvian’s condescending excuses for the sins of the pagans serve here as a mirror for the Christian 

world. In the same tedious vein, he continues in book VII by contrasting virtues and vices among the 

barbarians (the same procedure was adopted by Tacitus in his praise of Germanic virtues in contrast 

to Roman decadence):48 ‘The Goths are perfidious yet chaste, the Alani unchaste yet less perfidious, 

the Franks liars yet hospitable, the Saxons cruel in their savagery, yet admirable in their chastity. All 

these peoples thus carry in them certain bad but also good qualities.’ The only exception concerns 

the Africans, who in Salvian’s opinion were steeped in the typical evils of the southerner (consistent 

with climate theory): ‘Where inhumanity must be reprehended, they are inhumane; if drunkenness, 

they are drunk; if falseness, they are the most deceitful; if artifice, they are the most fraudulent; 

where cupidity, they are the most lustful; where perfidy, they are the most perfidious.’49  

                                                      
46 Salvian of Marseille, De gubernatione Dei IV 14, Patrologia Latina 53 Col. 0086A: ‘Injusti sunt 
barbari, et nos hoc sumus; avari sunt barbari, et nos hoc sumus; infideles sunt barbari, et nos hoc sumus; 
cupidi sunt barbari, et hoc nos sumus; impudici sunt barbari, et nos hoc sumus.’  
47 Idem, Col. 0086C-0087A: ‘Gens Saxonum fera est, Francorum infidelis, Gepidarum inhumana, 
Chunorum impudica; omnium denique gentium barbarorum vita, vitiositas. Sed numquid eumdem reatum 
habent illorum vitia quem nostra, numquid tam criminosa est Chunorum impudicitia quam nostra, 
numquid tam accusabilis Francorum perfidia quam nostra, aut tam reprehensibilis ebrietas Alani quam 
ebrietas Christiani, aut tam damnabilis rapacitas Albani quam rapacitas Christiani? Si fallat Chunus vel 
Gepida, quid mirum est, qui culpam penitus falsitatis ignorat? Si pejeret Francus, quid novi faciet, qui 
perjurium ipsum sermonis genus putat esse, non criminis?’ 
48 Meyvaert, ‘Voicing National Antipathy’, 747. However, Tacitus’ Germania was barely copied 
throughout the Middle Ages, excepting the monastery of Fulda in the ninth century. See F. Haverfield, 
‘Tacitus during the Late Roman Period and the Middle Ages’, in The Journal of Roman Studies 6 (1916), 
196-201. 
49 Salvian of Marseille, De gubernatione Dei VII 15, Patrologia Latina 53 Col. 0142C-0142D: ‘Gothorum 
gens perfida, sed pudica est; Alanorum impudica, sed minus perfida; Franci mendaces, sed hospitales; 
Saxones crudelitate efferi, sed castitate mirandi. Omnes denique gentes habent, sicut peculiaria mala, ita 
etiam quaedam bona. (…) In Afris pene omnibus nescio quid non malum. Si accusanda est inhumanitas, 
inhumani sunt; si ebrietas, ebriosi; si falsitas, fallacissimi; si dolus, fraudulentissimi; si cupiditas, 
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How these two passages from Salvian’s book could be transformed into ethical devices of 

rumination on the good and the bad becomes clear from a Carolingian manuscript from the eighth or 

ninth century currently held at the University of Leiden and possibly compiled at the monastery of St 

Gall. Taken from two different chapters, these two passages have been explicitly excerpted together 

as an independent centos. The manuscript further contains the Sibylline prophecies, epigrams and 

inscriptions, Roman monuments, Anglo-Saxon glosses, and excerpts from Pliny the Elder’s Natural 

History.50 As in the Codex Aemilianensis, the catalogue of peoples is preceded by (a more detailed 

version of) the Wonders of the World, expressing amazement at the created world. For this scribe, 

Salvian’s diatribe was however worthwhile to stand on its own, as an excepted entry on the evils and 

virtues of peoples. The manuscript thus displays the interweaving of ‘knowledge’, wonder at the 

world, and moral admonishment. As a separate list, Salvian’s message was thus turned into an 

ethical tool, to ponder sin, possibly to learn off by heart.  

These catalogues did not simply contain moral messages in order to avoid the pitfalls of sins, 

however. They should also be viewed within the context of the medieval epistemology of time, 

space, and God’s creation and design. The interweaving of ‘knowledge’, meditation and morality in 

ethnic catalogues is thus tight-knitted in both content and form in relation to the passage of time and 

prophecy in a teleological Christian concept of salvation. Heresy and evil must be banished, and 

peoples must battle their inner vices, are they to achieve God’s grace. In the final paragraphs of this 

chapter, I will therefore examine a specific function of these ethnic catalogues: as devices for the 

rumination of the world’s expected end in time and space, from East to West. Not only did these 

ethnic catalogues serve to warn against moral pitfalls, they were interpreted specifically within the 

fundamental medieval world view of the expectation of the second world. Coursing from East to 

West, the ethnic vices could thus also be viewed as dominoes, ticking and toppling one another over. 

This will be explained below. 

 

                                                                                                                                                            
cupidissimi; si perfidia, perfidissimi.’ Salvian concludes by saying that although these vices are present in 
other peoples, in the Africans they have gained the upperhand.  
50 Cf. Meyvaert, ‘Voicing National Antipathy’, 747 note 11. The manuscript is Leiden Vossius Latin Q 
69 f. 37r-38v. 
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Bern MS 48 f.1, ‘Envy of the Jews, Perfidy of the Persians’; 11th century 
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Peoples in time and space  

A recurrent strain in medieval thought held that the world and all things in it, including mankind, 

were signs of God’s providence, foresight and mystery. As such, the creation was viewed as 

something which could be read, as a ‘book of nature’, through which God revealed his truth.51 

Nature, in short, was not autonomous but bore meaning.52 At the same time, the form of the list – 

which resembles numerical matter by its accumulative nature – represented the embodiment of the 

divine order.53 Numbers might reflect the harmony of the cosmos and the perfection of the creation, 

but were also interpreted in relation to the passage of time, especially in apocalyptic thought. Just as 

medieval annals placed events within a temporal frame – listing events in relation to time and the 

awaiting of the Last Things – so lists, too, of kings or empires could mark the advance of time. 

Furthermore, Evelyn Edson has elaborately demonstrated how medieval maps, more than a 

realistic representation of geographical fact, reflect the prophesized history of the world from its 

creation to the day of reckoning.54 As such they are theologized medieval pictures.55 These images 

depict time in relation to space, from the genesis in the East, where Paradise is located, in slow 

progression to the West. The Book of the Apocalypse is the cornerstone to this concept of creation, 

foretelling the end of the world and of time. It is this underpinning concept of time in relation to 

space that bore the measurement of time in lists of genealogical generations, in computus 

calculations, in listings of days, months. Lists containing genealogies, geographical information and 

computus material, which frequently accompany mappae mundi in the manuscripts, are as such 

about the measurement of time, listing dates in relation to space. Numerous mappae mundi, indeed, 

contain extracts of geographical knowledge in the form of lists, drawn not only from Isidore but also 

for example Orosius, with lists of the seas and winds, provinces and cities.56 

Significantly, many of the earlier ethnic catalogues are in manuscripts containing computus 

material, calculating the Easter calendar and measuring time, demonstrating the relation between 

cosmos and humanity in time and space. 57 As mentioned above, world maps were often 

incorporated in computus manuscripts from the Carolingian period onwards.58 Especially the 

                                                      
51 Friedman, Monstrous Races, 122. 
52 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (New York 1994), 
126. 
53 Daniel Anlezark, ‘Understanding numbers in London, British Library, Harley 3271’, 137-155, here at 
140. Available on Cambridge Journals Online, Anglo-Saxon England 01 Mar 2010. 
54 Edson, Mapping Time and Space, esp. chapter 4. 
55 Woodward, ‘Reality, Symbolism, Time’, 514. 
56 See for example the manuscript containing the Albi map dating from the last half of the eighth century 
and compiled in Spain. It includes the Notitia Galliarum, listing the provinces of Gaul, and ‘De 
nominibus Gallicis’, on the meaning of Gallic place names. Cf. Edson, Mapping Time and Space, 32; see 
also Edson, ‘World Maps’, Figure 4, on page 31, for a ‘list map’ in the British Library, Cotton MS 
Vitellius A.XII f.64 of the tenth century. 
57 For example, the tenth-century Einsiedeln MS 321; cf. Appendix VIII; E. Edson, ‘The Medieval World 
View: Contemplating the Mappamundi’ in History Compass 8/6 (2010) 503-517, here at 508. 
58 Edson, Mapping Time and Space, 61. 
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‘centrifugal computus manuscript’, classified as such by Faith E. Wallis, contains a miscellany of 

subjects related to time, including geography, genealogy, prognostication and medical texts and 

recipes.59 Geographical texts in computus manuscripts often concern excerpts from Pliny, Isidore or 

the Marvels of the East, an Old English prose text composed around the year 1000.60 Besides the 

computus calculations, the passing of time is measured in genealogies, lists of bishops, texts on 

night, the year, and the moon.61 The famous eleventh-century Ripoll manuscript which contains at 

its heart Easter cycles and a medieval map thus exemplified ‘the vision of an orderly universe, 

classified and described to reveal the divine plan’.62 

As discussed in chapter 1, the concept of the course of time and space was construed, as Edson 

puts it, with ‘one of the primary tools of medieval historical thinking’: the westward progression of 

the empires throughout time – from Babylon, Media, Persia, and Greece (Macedonia), to Rome in 

the West, echoing the eschatological prophesy in the Book of Daniel, composed during the 

Maccabean revolt.63 Naturally, this was a historical concept, in which time and place were bound 

together, each corner of the earth the stage for one of the four kingdoms as part of the divine plan, as 

Orosius had set out in his Seven Books of History Against the Pagans.64   

The ethnic catalogue seems to follow a similar principle of order – and is as such not the jumble 

it seems on first sight.65 At first glance these lists (especially after the eleventh century) appear in 

many variants containing differences both in content (mentioning different peoples) as well as in 

order. This would seem to concur with Ingrid Baumgärtner’s observations about the mutability of 

medieval maps.66 For example, two Anglo-Saxon manuscripts of the eleventh century both contain 

ethnic lists which are very similar in content yet at variance regarding their internal order. Below are 

both side by side:  

 

The wisdom of the Greeks 

The envy of the Jews 

The pride of the Romans 

The generosity of the Longobards 

The victory of the Egyptians 

The envy of the Jews 

The wisdom of the Greeks 

The cruelty of the Picts 

                                                      
59 Idem, 73; Faith Elena Wallis, ‘MS Oxford, St John’s 17: a Medieval Manuscript in its Context’, 
University of Toronto Dissertation (1985), 610-639. 
60 Edson, Mapping Time and Space, 74. 
61 Idem, 75. 
62 Idem, 80; Ingrid Baumgärtner, ‘Die Welt im kartographischen Blick: Zur Veränderbarkeit 
mittelalterlicher Weltkarten am Beispiel der Beatustradition vom 10. bis 13. Jahrhundert’, in Wilfried 
Ehbrecht, Angelika Lampen, Franz-Joseph Post and Mechtild Siekmann, Der weite Blick des Historikers: 
Einsichten in Kultur-, Landes- und Stadtgeschichte. Peter Johanek zum 65. Geburtstag  (Cologne, 
Weimar and Vienna 2002), 527-549, here at 537.  
63 Daniel 7. Again, in Daniel’s dream, the four empires appear as animals: a lion with the wings of an 
eagle; a bear; a four-headed panther with four wings; and a ten-horned beast.  Cf. Edson, Mapping Time 
and Space, 158.  
64 Lozovsky, The Earth Is Our Book, 73-74. 
65 Foucault, The Order of Things, xviii. 
66 Baumgärtner, ‘Die Welt im kartographischen Blick’.  
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The sobriety of the Goths 

The enthronement of the Franks  

The gluttony of the Gauls 

The wrath of the Britons 

The stupidity of the Saxons 

The passion of the Scots 

The cruelty of the Picts.67 

The strength of the Romans 

The generosity of the Longobards 

The gluttony of the Gauls 

The pride or ferocity of the Franks 

The wrath of the Britons 

The stupidity of the Saxons or Angles 

The passion of the Scots.68 

 

Although the second list jumps from the Greeks to the Picts, and although the catalogues lack a rigid 

order of progression from East to West, or a clockwise direction from east, to south, to west, to 

north, as in Isidore’s description of the winds, still most of the earlier examples of ethnic lists do 

commence with the ancient peoples of the east: the Greeks, Jews, Chaldeans, Egyptians. Catalogues 

then normally move towards Rome and finally westwards to the Franks, the Britons, the Saxons, and 

the Picts.69 As such, these lists can be placed on the patristic east-west axis of identity. Both in space 

(from east to west) and time the lists reflect progression, as they conclude with the ethnic groups to 

whom the scribes might belong – as history comes home, so to speak.  

As mentioned in chapter 1, this westward progression might be related to a specific strain of 

medieval theological thought: that throughout time events passed from East to West, where 

eventually God’s realm would bring this sublunary to its end.70 Humanity was created in the East 

(where Paradise is located on the mappae mundi),71 and would cease to exist when events had 

reached the farthest boundaries of the West; then the day of reckoning would dawn. In the twelfth 
                                                      
67 British Library, Cotton Caligula A. XV f. 122 v.: ‘Sapientia Grecorum. Invidia Judeorum. Superbia 
Romanorum. Largitas Longobardum . Sobrietas Gothorum. Elevatio Francorum. Gula Gallorum. Ira 
Brittonum. Stultitia Saxonum. Libido Scottorum. Crudelitas Pictorum.’ It is mentioned by Thomas 
Wright in Biographia Britannica Literaria (1842) vol. 1, 43 note. The manuscript further contains entries 
on medicine, the moon, stars and winds. The reference to the Picts may reflect the ethnic origin of the 
scribe. See Appendix I. 
68 Harley 3271 f. 6v.: ‘Victoria Aegiptiorum. Invidia Judeorum. Sapientia Graecorum. Crudelitas 
Pictorum.  Fortitudo Romanorum. Largitas Longobardorum. Gulla Gallorum. Superbia vel ferocitas 
Francorum. Ira Britanorum. Stulticia Saxonum vel Anglorum. Libido Hibernorum.’ See Appendix III. A 
facsimile is printed in R.H. Hodgkin, A History of the Anglo-Saxons II (Oxford 1952), plate 53, 388. The 
list is attached to the Tribal Hidage. Daniel Anlezark writes that Scribe C (the manuscript contains 
various hands) was possibly responsible for the compiling of the composite manuscript, and that he was 
writing in 1032; see Anlezark, ‘Understanding numbers in London’, 154-155. The sixteenth-century 
French Pierre Hamon, who compiled the first ‘palaeographic tract’, inserted the same list in his 
manuscript (now at the Bibliothèque Nationale, MS 19116 f. 40v.), as an example of Saxon writing, 
which was presented to him by an Englishman named ‘Giovan Schuz’ on 7 July 1567. Which manuscript 
Mr. Schuz was showing him, is unknown. See H. Omont, ‘Le recueil d’anciennes écritures de Pierre 
Hamon’ in Bibliothèque de l’école des Chartres 62 (1901), 57-73, here at 70. Flach, Les Origines de 
l’ancienne France, 128, dates the manuscript to 1064, but for unknown reasons (the entry before the list 
mentions the date 969 in a charter). 
69 Howe, Old English Catalogue Poems, 24-25. 
70 S. MacKenzie, ‘The Westward Progression of History on Medieval Mappaemundi’, in P.D.A. Harvey, 
The Hereford World Map, 335-344; Edson, ‘Mappamundi’, 508. This scheme was based on Daniel 2:31-
45, who speaks of the successive realms of gold, silver, bronze and iron. 
71 See chapter 1. 
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century Hugh of St Victor (c. 1096-1141), who taught at the monastic Augustinian school of St 

Victor in Paris, put this clearly:  

 

The order of space and time seems to be in almost complete correspondence. Therefore, divine 

providence’s arrangement seems to have been that what was brought about at the beginning of 

time would also have been brought about in the East – at the beginning, so to speak, of the world 

as space – and then as time proceeded toward its end, the centre of events would have shifted to 

the West, so that we may recognize out of this that the world nears its end in time as the course of 

events has already reached the extremity of the world in space.72 

 

The westward progression in time was however not merely restricted to events. Among some 

theologians, including Hugh of St Victor, this apocalyptical concept of the world’s termination in the 

West was additionally tied to the idea that this would be achieved when Christianity had reached the 

farthest reaches of the West. Evelyn Edson has noted that there was a belief that the gospel spread 

from East to West in the direction of the far reaches of the British Isles and Spain. And here 

reflections on ethnic characterizations enter the stage. Just as the apostles bring Christianity to the 

boundaries of the world following a geographical order in the Old English poem The Fates of the 

Apostles, so the enduring vices of peoples both ancient and contemporary were agents of events past, 

present and future.73 Within this concept, the willingness of peoples to embrace the Christian 

message and overcome any ethnic tendencies to fall into vice, thus went hand in hand. As becomes 

clear from the manuscripts in which some of the early ethnic catalogues are embedded, it is within 

this specific context that some of these lists should be placed. 

                                                      
72 Hugh of St Victor, De Arca Noe morali IV 9, in Patrologia Latina 176 Col. 677D: ‘Ordo autem loci, et 
ordo temporis fere per omnia secundum rerum gestarum seriem concurrere videntur, et ita per divinam 
providentiam videtur esse dispositum, ut quae in principio temporum gerebantur in Oriente, quasi in 
principio mundi gererentur, ac deinde ad finem profluente tempore usque ad Occidentem rerum summa 
descenderet, ut ex ipso agnoscamus appropinquare finem saeculi, quia rerum cursus jam attigit finem 
mundi’; quoted from Edson, ‘Mappamundi’, 507-508. 
73 Howe, Old English Catalogue Poems, 24. See also Kathy Lavezzo, Angels on the Edge of the World. 
Geography, Literature and English Community 1000-1534 (2006).  
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Beatus map; at British Library, London MS Additional 11695 f. 39v-40r (anno 1109) 

 

The apostolic mission to the earth’s boundaries 

The idea of the spread of Christianity to the farthest reaches of the world is represented on at least 

fifteen maps originating in Iberia, accompanying Beatus of Liébana’s commentary on the 

Apocalypse. Beatus of Liébana, an Asturian monk, worked on several redactions of his commentary 

on John’s Apocalypse between 776 and 786. On three of the fifteen maps, the mission is visualized 

by actually placing portrait heads of the apostles in their mission fields, besides other symbols of 

cities. The Osma map, the oldest surviving map depicting the apostolic mission and the spread of 

Christianity, dates from 1086.74  

                                                      
74 Edson, Mapping Time and Space, 149-159, especially 153; Baumgärtner, ‘Die Welt’, 542-543. For 
Beatus maps, Kenneth B. Steinhauser, ‘Narrative and Illumination in the Beatus Apocalypse’, in The 
Catholic Historical Review 81/2 (1995), 185-210; William D. Wixom and Margaret Lawson, ‘Picturing 
the Apocalypse. Illustrated Leaves from a Medieval Spanish Manuscript’, in The Metropolitan Museum 
of Art Bulletin 59/3 (2002), 1-27. The Osma Map is in Burgo de Osma, Archivo de la Catedral MS 1 f. 
34v-35r. The map is possibly related to the reconquest of Toledo in 1085 and its claims to bishopric 
primacy; cf. a facsimile printed in John Williams (ed.), Apocalipsis Beati Liébanensis Burgi Oxomensis 
(2 volumes, Valencia 1992A), vol. 2, 18. Reproductions also in Miller, Mappaemundi, vol. 1, 35 and vol. 
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The evangelical viewpoint is also connected to at least two manuscripts containing ethnic 

catalogues: in a manuscript containing the dictionary of Papias; and in a manuscript preserving a 

collection of letters by Yves of Chartres, Anselm, Seneca and Cicero. In both manuscripts, the 

peoples’ vices (‘De vitiis gentium’) are contrasted with their virtues (‘De virtutibus gentium’), in the 

tradition of the combat between Good and Evil.75 The ethnic characteristics are highly stereotypical 

and run along the lines of climate theory, the southerners fickle yet intelligent, the northerners 

ferocious and stupid, yet strong and full of endurance:   

 

The envy of the Jews,  
The perfidy of the Persians,  
The cunning of the Egyptians,  
The deceit of the Greeks,  
The savagery of the Saracens,  
The fickleness of the Chaldeans,  
The inconstancy of the Africans,  
The gluttony of the Gauls,  
The vainglory of the Longobards,  
The cruelty of Huns,  
The uncleanness of the Suevi,  
The ferocity of the Franks,  
The stupidity of the Saxons,  
The hardness of the Picts,  
The luxury of the Gascons,  
The passion of the Scots,  
The winebibbing of the Spaniards,  
The wrath of the Britons,  
The filth of the Slavs,  
The rapacity of the Normans.  

The prudence of the Hebrews.  
The steadfastness of the Persians.  
The ingenuity of the Egyptians.  
The wisdom of the Greeks.  
The dignity of the Romans.  
The sagacity of the Chaldeans.  
The intelligence of the Africans.  
The durability of the Gauls.  
The strength of the Franks.  
The perseverance of the Saxons.  
The agility of the Gascons.  
The faithfulness of the Scots.  
The acuteness of the Spanish.  
The hospitality of the Britons.  
The alliance of the Normans.  
The Greek is enraged beforehand, the 
Frank during, the Roman afterwards. 
The strong Frank, the grave Roman, 
the crafty African, Tullius Marcus has 
said.  
The always cunning African. The 
always skilful Roman. The always 

                                                                                                                                                            
2, 3b; Von den Brincken, Fines Terrae, illus. 17. See also Englisch, Ordo Orbis Terrae, 347-362. Their 
mission destinations are mentioned on nearly all the 15 known Beatus maps (without actually depicting 
the head). A Beatus map image was also depicted on the chapel wall of San Pedro de Rocas in southern 
Galicia, including the heads of the apostles. See Serafín Moralejo, ‘El mapa de la diáspora apostólica en 
San Pedro de Rocas: notas para su interpretación y filiación en la tradición cartográfica de los "Beatos”’, 
in Compostellanum 31 (1986), 315-340. According to Baumgärtner, there are four manuscripts with 
apostle’s heads; see ‘Die Welt’, 542. 
75 In Codex Matritensis v 191, printed by John M. Burnam, ‘Miscellanea Hispanica’, in Modern 
Philology 12/3 (1914), 165-70, here at 169; and in Namur 118 f. 6v-7r. In the Codex Matritensis, list has 
been inserted at the close by a thirteenth-century hand. However, the earliest known manuscript 
containing a similar contrastive list, Bern 48 f. 1 dates from the eleventh century. The Namur manuscript, 
containing the letter collection, dates from the twelfth century, according to Paul Faider, Catalogue des 
manuscrits, 200. See Chronica minora saec. IV. V. VI. VII, ed. Theodor Mommsen, MGH Auctores 
Antiquissimi 11 (Berlin 1894), 389-390. Cf. Kot, ‘Old International Insults’, 186; Meyvaert, ‘Voicing 
National Antipathy’, 747. 
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sluggish Gaul. The always quick 
Iberian.76 

 
Directly following this catalogue is the Byzantine apocryphal list on Christ’s preachers and disciples, 

the preachers of the faith and teachers of peoples, who sent out to spread the word, each taking on 

their own people: ‘Peter Rome. Andrew Albania. Jacob Spain. John Asia. Thomas India. Matthew 

Macedonia. Phillip Gaul. Bartholomew Lycaonia. Simon Egypt. Matthew Judea. Jacob, the Lord’s 

brother, Jerusalem. Judas, Jacob’s brother, Mesopotamia. The apostle Paul, together with the other 

apostles, was not given his own part because he is master of all and elect priest’ – a list which, 

according to some scholars, the famous Beatus map was in fact designed to accompany.77  

 The comparative ethnic catalogue is here thus directly followed by a list summing up how the 

apostles each spread to the corners of the earth to proselytize. It is likely that both the text and 

accompanying images in the Beatus manuscripts, the ethnic catalogues and the list of the apostles 

were gathered for monks to meditate on the Last Things.78 This concept of the end of time in 

concurrence with the spread of the gospel and eventual Christianization of humanity, also explains 

the prominence of the Jews and other non-Christian peoples at the beginning of the catalogues. 

There was the notion, as said above, based upon Augustine’s writings, and influenced by the 

writings of the fourth-century North African Donatist Tyconius, that the end of the world would 

come once all of humanity had been converted to Christianity.79 The Apocalypse and Second 

Coming of Christ, the parousia, should not however in Augustine’s view, be calculated literally 

according to the prophesy of the Book of Revelations, as the chiliasts believed. Instead, each 

individual should concentrate on attaining God’s grace and thus avoid damnation.80 Given, however, 

that ethnic groups had an ‘essential’ character, as Isidore had etymologized, it is seemingly natural 

that the focus would lie on the fate of peoples in relation to the question whether they might attain 

God’s grace, despite the fact that they were hampered by their ‘innate’ ethnic vice. This is why, as 

discussed in chapter 3, Raoul Ardent in his sermon on the Pauline letter to the Galatians, summons 

                                                      
76 Bern MS 48 f. 1.  See Appendix VI for Latin text and other variants.   
77 ‘Petrus romam. Andreas albaniam. Jacobus hispaniam. Johannes asiam. Thomas indiam. Mattheus 
macedoniam. Philippus galliam. Bartholomaeus licaoniam. Simon zelotes egiptum. Mathias iudeam. 
Jacobus frater domini ierosalem. Judas frater iacobi mesopotamiam. Paulo apostolo cum ceteris apostolis 
nulla sors propria data est quia in omnibus magister est et predicator electus.’  Different versions of the 
list are also quoted by Beatus of Liébana, Beati in Apocalapsin Libri Duodecim, Henry A. Sanders (ed.), 
116-117, based on Isidore, Etymologiae VII 9, 1-4: ‘Peter Rome, Andrew Acaia, Thomas India, James 
Spain, John Asia, Matthew Macedonia, Philip Gaul, Bartholomew Licaonia, Simon Zelotes Egypt, James 
the brother of the Lord Jerusalem’ and in ‘De Ortu et Obitu Patrum’ in J.P. Migne, Patrologia Latina 83 
Col. 154, which is sometimes attributed to Isidore, and also includes Thaddeus and Matthias. See John 
Williams, ‘Isidore, Orosius and the Beatus Map’, in Imago Mundi 49 (1997), 7-32, here at 7-8. Cf. T.D. 
Kendrick, St James in Spain (London 1960), 188-189; Baumgärtner, ‘Die Welt’, 530, 542; Englisch, 
Ordo Orbis Terrae, 336-364. 
78 Carruthers, Craft of Thought, 152-155. 
79 Cf. Romans 11:25-27. 
80 See Paula Fredriksen, ‘Tyconius and Augustine on the Apocalypse’, in Richard K. Emmerson and 
Bernard McGinn (eds), The Apocalypse in the Middle Ages (Ithaca and London 1992), 20-38. 
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the ethnic groups to overcome their ‘innate’ ethnic vices in order to be reborn in Christ.81 As such, 

each nation held its own place in the history of salvation.     

 

Apocalyptic visions 

It is possible that some scribes wrote down these catalogues under express chiliastic expectations 

that the world was to come to an end after the Sixth Age of Man had passed, six thousand years after 

the creation of the world. The manuscripts containing these catalogues include entries on the Six 

Ages, or other apocalyptic texts.82 The period and location in which these catalogues first appear – 

the tenth century – might in this respect also indicate a prophetic context. The earliest known 

catalogue, the ‘Wisdom of the Greeks’, is contained in an Iberian manuscript including the Albelda 

Chronicle, which is closely related to two other texts, the Chronicle of Alphonse III and the 

Prophetic Chronicle.83 Both the Alphonse Chronicle and the Prophetic Chronicle’s theme is the 

recovery of Iberia from the Saracens. Within eighteen months the Goths, God’s chosen people, so 

the chronicles prophesize, will overcome their enemy as the Israelites had in Babylon, and liberate 

Spain, their Judea.84 In the Prophetic Chronicle, reflecting on Ezekiel 38-39, the Goths are 

associated with Gog; Israel (the promised land) is accordingly transmuted into a territory inhabited 

by the Ishmaelites.85 The insertion of Isidore’s praise of Spain in the Roda Codex might also be 

interpreted within this context, as it depicts a Canaanite land of milk and honey. As a result of their 

own sins (as usual, widespread fornication by ecclesiastics), God has sent the Saracens (in the 

Alphonse Chronicle called Chaldeans, a common nomenclature for Muslims on the Iberian 

Peninsula) to punish the Goths as a scourge for their sins.86 The Ishmaelites (or Chaldeans) will 

however rule for a mere 170 years. In order to calculate how long the Ishmaelites had already 

reigned over Iberia, the Prophetic Chronicle contains genealogies and lists of the reigns of Muslim 

leaders. This leads to the convenient prediction that they will be driven out in the following year, in 

884.87 As said above, the earliest known ethnic catalogue is closely related to these Asturian 

                                                      
81 See chapter 3 for ‘innate characteristics’ of peoples.  
82 The above catalogue contrasting virtues and vices in another thirteenth-century manuscript, for 
example, is preceded directly by ‘On the End of the World’ (De fine mundi) (and further Dares Phyrgius) 
and ‘On Simon the Sorcerer’ (De Simone mago). In Bibliothèque Nationale, MS Latin 2874 f. 64v.; cf. 
Appendix VI. 
83 Both the Albelda and the Alphonse Chronicle also contain continuations of Isidore’s History of the 
Goths. 
84 Wolf, Conquerors and Chroniclers, 45-47. For more on the Goths as a Chosen People, see J.N. 
Hillgarth, ‘Historiography in Visigothic Spain’, in Gustavo Vinay (ed.), La storiografia altomedievale: 
10-16 aprile 1969 (Spoleto 1970), 261-311. 
85 This belief was possibly inspired by Mozarab churchmen who were actively influencing the Asturian 
kings as successors of the Goths. Tolan, Saracens, 98-99. 
86 Wolf, Conquerors and Chroniclers, 52-54. For other examples of the Saracens as Chaldeans, see for 
instance Tolan, Saracens, 88 and 94 on Eulogius of Córdoba’s use of the name Chaldeans. See further 
chapter 9 for chosen peoples and the prelapsarian state.  
87 Tolan, Saracens, 98-99. 
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chronicles prophesizing the downfall of Islam in Iberia at the hands of the Goths, God’s chosen 

people.  

Whether or not this should be interpreted within an eschatological framework, remains the 

subject of debate. There is discussion among scholars whether eighth-century Beatus of Liébana 

himself actually believed that Christ’s Second Coming was imminent. Some scholars claim he 

considered the Spanish Adoptionist movement (which claimed that Christ was God’s adopted son) 

and its defender, the Toledan Archbishop Elipandus, as the embodiment of the Antichrist.88 

However, as John Williams has argued, it is more likely that Beatus was an adherent of the Tyconian 

belief that the Second Coming was unknown to man.89 Nevertheless, in his own day, the 

approaching year 800 was certainly believed by many as the end of the Sixth Age of Man upon 

which the events prophesized in the Apocalypse would unfold. When Christ refused to appear in the 

eastern skies, expectations and calculations were subsequently shifted to the ninth and tenth 

centuries. All the maps depicting the heads of the apostles date from the tenth century or later.90 The 

tenth century, wherein the first ethnic catalogues appear, also witnessed a high production of copies 

of Beatus’ commentary on the Apocalypse. It was also a period of growing anti-Islamic sentiment in 

Iberia and Sicily and the expressed belief that Muhammad himself was the Antichrist.91 This was 

certainly the tenor of the Alphonse Chronicle and the Prophetic Chronicle containing the earliest 

known ethnic catalogues. The apocalyptic fear, and the high production of Beatus copies, would 

continue through to the twelfth century.92  

 

Chosen peoples and salvation  

The location of the production centres of the earliest catalogues – Asturia, home of the ‘chosen 

people’ of the Goths – points to the influence of apocalyptic expectations in the tenth century. By the 

eleventh century, Anglo-Saxon monks were also expressing a heightened awareness of the imminent 

end of time. This was the period when Wulstan was issuing his dark sermons on the showering of 

destruction upon the Anglo-Saxon people because of their damning sins.93 The catalogue ‘Victory of 

the Egyptians’ (Appendix III), which is inserted directly after the so-called Tribal Hidage, again 

presents an ‘apocalyptic interest in numbers’ – as the ages in history proceed to their end – and 

suggests ‘a new Christian order promised in the symbolic numbers of the Old Testament, and 

                                                      
88 Kevin R. Poole, ‘Beatus of Liébana: Medieval Spain and the Othering of Islam’, in Karolyn Kinane 
and Michael A. Ryan (eds), End of Days: Essays on the Apocalypse from antiquity to Modernity (place 
2009), 49-51, believes that this was the case.   
89 John Williams, ‘Purpose and Imagery in the Apocalypse Commentary of Beatus of Liébana’, in 
Richard K. Emmerson and Bernard McGinn, The Apocalypse in the Middle Ages (Ithaca 1992), 217-233. 
90 John Williams (ed.), The Illustrated Beatus: A Corpus of the Illustrations of the Commentary on the 
Apocalypse, 5 vols. (London 1994-2003); Baumgärtner, ‘Die Welt’, 527-549.  
91 Wolf, Conquerors and Chroniclers, 56. It must however be noted that the first known catalogue does 
not mention the Saracens.  
92 Idem, 61. See also Whalen, Dominion of God, for twelfth-century apocalyptic thought. 
93 Mary P. Richards, ‘Wulfstan and the Millennium’, in Michael Frassetto (ed.), The Year 1000 (New 
York 2002), 41-48. 
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fulfilled in the New’.94 Notably, the Anglo-Saxons also proclaimed themselves a chosen people, like 

the Goths. The Tribal Hidage, which is a division of 34 Anglo-Saxon kingdoms and tribes in 

England in hides of land, may also reflect the division of the Promised Land according to Joshua 15-

22.95  

Catalogues of vices of peoples were thus expressions of a geographical and temporal progress of 

history and the role of humanity on its path to the end of time. In the tenth century, monks, first in 

Iberia but soon also elsewhere in Western Europe, took to noting the ethnic vices in catalogues in 

order to ruminate on ethnic sins, in order to avoid the pitfalls of vice and attain virtue. The urge to 

ponder on the sins and fate of peoples possibly increased as a result of the expectancy of the 

imminent end of time. At the same time, cataloguing and listing (not just in ethnic catalogues, but 

also for example in religious calendars or moral dicta) was a reflection of the divinely created order 

of the world in relation to time and space.  

Things, as Augustine had put forward, carried in them intrinsic signs, through which mankind 

could grasp God’s creation.96 Things of nature were to be marvelled at, like the Seven Wonders of 

the World. As John Block Friedman wrote, in medieval intellectual thought ‘every creature is a 

shadow of truth and life, and the natural world holds in its depths the reflections of Christ’s sacrifice, 

the image of the Church militant and the various virtues and vices’.97 Just as monstrous races thus 

epitomized virtues and vices as signs of God’s providence, so the knowledge of mankind and the 

virtues and vices of peoples was fundamental in defining a people’s role in the scheme of God’s 

salvation and in serving as an ethical tool in order to overcome vice and obtain virtue.98  

 

Development of catalogues 

From the eleventh century onwards, these ethnic catalogues found their way into many manuscripts. 

From the twelfth century, these catalogues, often jotted down in the margin or on the front or back 

folio cover instead of within an encyclopaedic context, transform into a marriage of traditional 

knowledge and contemporary observation.99 This is evident from additions to the catalogue ‘Envy of 

the Jews, Perfidy of the Persians’ and ‘Envy of the Jews, Wrath of the Britons’ in thirteenth-century 

English manuscripts (Appendix VI), which speak of the rapacity and community of the Normans. 

Adaption to a contemporary world view is obvious in a version of the ‘Wisdom of the Greeks’ 

catalogue in a fourteenth-century Karlsruhe manuscript (Appendix IX), which now speaks of the lust 

(luxuria) of the Saracens, parsimony of the Tuscans, courtliness of the French and incomparable 

generosity of the English, popular reputations in twelfth-century Latin poetry and vernacular courtly 

                                                      
94 Anlezark, ‘Understanding Numbers’, 155. 
95 Idem, 154. 
96 See chapter 1. 
97 Friedman, The Monstrous Races, 122-123. 
98 Idem, 109.  
99 For example, Augsburg Codex II 1.2 2º 90 f.1r.  
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literature.100 In later periods, ethnocentric tendencies also become more discernable, for example in a 

Bohemian catalogue (Appendix IV, Dolný Kubín manuscript) where the scribe was at odds as to 

what to insert on the vices of the Bohemians – and left the space blank. The location of the 

production of the catalogues also travelled from south to north, and from Western to Eastern Europe, 

first by German settlers in the east, later, in the seventeenth century, followed by Polish writers.101 

This development can be seen as part of a new attitude in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries to 

incorporate contemporary cultural images reflecting expressions of ethnicity. A natural consequence 

of this new attitude was an eagerness to examine one’s own experience within the world. Despite the 

fact that tradition placed high value on knowledge based on authority instead of that derived from 

geographical observation, the catalogues now evolved to include peoples and images representing 

twelfth-century views.102 Although the ethnic catalogue was thus originally an ethical religious tool, 

from the twelfth century onwards it would enter into the literary domain. That it could do so, and 

thus retain its relevance into early modern times, results from the fact that nearly all poetry and 

literature of the day was moral or ‘wisdom literature’, pointing to rules of conduct and knowledge of 

nature and mankind.103 As such, within their rhetorical-mnemonic context, these images had to adapt 

to a new awareness of identity in order to retain their relevance and function as powerful images in 

the mind. In chapter 5, this literary development, influenced by new fresh textbooks of rhetoric, will 

be examined further. 

                                                      
100 See especially chapters 7 and 8 for images of the French and English. For Saracen lust, see Tolan, 
Saracens, 152; Cohen, ‘On Saracen Enjoyment’, 125-126. Cf. Kot, ‘Old International Insults’ 186-187 
note 6, for a similar later list dating from the sixteenth century onwards, in French, printed in Instruction 
trèsbonne et trèsutile faite par Quatrains (Lyon 1561). 
101 Cf. Kot, ‘Old International Insults’, 182, 185. 
102 See Lovozsky, The Earth Is Our Book, 139-144, for the weight of authority.  
103 Howe, Old English Catalogues, 19.   
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5 

Painting Peoples 
 

In the twelfth century, catalogues enumerating human diversity and the world’s riches surface in 

poetry, prose, sermons and historiography. In some cases these catalogues migrate from East to 

West, just as the early lists compiled in monasteries as tools to ruminate mankind’s sins had. In his 

renowned epic verse the Alexandreis, for example, Walther of Châtillon inserted an ekphrasis 

(representation of a work of art) of the world description inscribed on the tomb of Darius III, the last 

Persian king who was murdered by the satrap Bessus in 330 BC. The poem, probably written in the 

last quarter of the twelfth century,1 shortly became a highly popular school text, with over two 

hundred manuscripts extant.2 In the verse, the regions’ riches and stereotypical images of peoples are 

painted in words from East to West:  

 

Libya is fruitful. Near the Syrtes 

Ammon begs for showers. Nile’s stream 

enriches Egypt. India is endowed 

with ivory and with shores decked out in gems. 

Great Carthage with its lofty citadels 

marks Africa, and the immortal fame 

of Athens picks out Greece. The Palatine 

marks Rome proud in her growth, Sabaea glories 

in incense, Spain in Herculean Gades, 

France in her soldiery, Campania  

in wide-famed wine, the Britons in their Arthur,  
                                                      
1 The poem is notoriously difficult to date; several manuscripts contain the gloss that Walter embarked on 
his composition in 1170, the year of Thomas Becket’s murder. However, the poem was dedicated to 
William of the White Hands, archbishop of Reims, who held the archbishopric between 1176 and 1202. 
Telfryn Pritchard, ‘Introduction’ to Walter of Châtillon, The Alexandreis, transl. R. Telfryn Pritchard 
(Toronto, 1986), 4-5. 
2 Maura K. Lafferty, Walter of Châtillon’s Alexandreis. Epic and the Problem of Historical 
Understanding, (Turnhout, 1998), 10-11. Just how popular in the French universities becomes evident 
from thirteenth-century Henri d’Andeli’s satirical Bataille des Septs Arts. In a joust between Paris and 
Orleans on the merits of grammar and logic, the latter kills the widely read school texts in the medieval 
curriculum, including the Alexandreis. Telfryn Pritchard, ‘Introduction’ to Walter of Châtillon, The 
Alexandreis, 7. 
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and Normandy in customary arrogance.  

England entices. Love of possession burns  

Liguria. The Teuton vents his rage.3  

 

According to David Townsend, the inscription ‘calls to mind the legends on the oversize mappae 

mundi of the High Middle Ages’.4 The ekphrasis, representing the map decorated by the 

(erroneously called Hebrew) sculptor Apelles on Darius’ tomb, verbally recalls ‘a crystal image of 

the turning sky, a hollow shell of balanced weight, on which the tripart world lay beautifully 

described’, distinguishing places, rivers, peoples, cities, forests, mountains, provinces and towns, 

and every island, in sum ‘what every land was rich in, what it lacked’.5 It concludes with a reference 

to Daniel’s prophesy of the four empires and the sculptor’s inscription of the passage of time 

‘following the Hebrews and their Scriptures’, setting down ‘the years of humankind from its 

creation, how all the sequence of past times revolved until the warlike Great One's victories’ – the 

feats of the poem’s hero, Alexander the Great.6 

As in the earlier lists compiled by monks, Walter of Châtillon’s tomb description served as a 

representation of the passage of time and space from the Creation towards the end of time and the 

role of human diversity within this course of events. However, from the early twelfth century these 

catalogues increasingly became part of literary composition, of verse and prose texts compiled by 

clerics educated at the schools and universities of Chartres, Orleans, Tours, Paris, Bologna, and 

Oxford, who frequented the courts of princes and the nobility.7 Moreover, these clerics increasingly 

fixed their gaze on the world around them; the images of the regions and peoples become topical. 

Thus, although a classicizing epic verse, there is a notable shift in Walter of Châtillon’s text from 

ethnic characteristics drawn from biblical and exegetical commentary, to images concurring with 

widespread contemporary prejudice. Indeed, references to Ligurian (or Lombard) avarice, Norman 

pride, German fury and the Britons’ belief in King Arthur’s return (known as Breton Hope and an 

                                                      
3 Walter of Châtillon, Alexandreis, ed. Colker (Padua 1978), 191: ‘Frugifera est Lybie, vicinus Syrtibus 
Hamon / Mendicat pluvias: Egyptum Nilus opimat; / Indos ditat ebur vestitaque litora gemmis. / Affrica 
pretendit magnae Kartaginis arces, / Grecia divinas famae immortalis Athenas. / Pallenthea domus Roma 
crescente superbit, / Gadibus Herculeis Hyspania, thure Sabei, / Francia militibus, celebri Campania 
Bacho, / Arthuro Britones, solito Normannia fastu/ / Anglia blanditur, Ligures amor urit habendi, / 
Teutonicusque suum retinet de more furorem.’ The translation is from The Alexandreis of Walter of 
Châtillon. A Twelfth-Century Epic, transl. David Townsend (Philadelphia, 1996), 127.  
4 Walter of Châtillon, The Alexandreis, transl. David Townsend, 203. For pictoral mappae mundi 
accompanying manuscripts containing the Alexandreis, see Marcel Destombes, ‘The Mappamundi of the 
Poem “Alexandreidos” by Gautier de Châtillon (c. A.D. 1180)’, in Imago Mundi 19 (1965), 10-12. 
5 Walter of Châtillon has confused the fourth century B.C. sculptor with a Jewish Apelles mentioned in 
Horace’s satires. See Walter of Châtillon, The Alexandreis, transl. David Townsend, 195 note 4.225. 
6 Idem. For the tomb ekphrasis in the Alexandreis, see Maura K. Lafferty, ‘Mapping Human Limitations: 
The Tomb Ecphrases Walter of Châtillon’s Alexandreis’, in The Journal of Medieval Latin 4/4 (1994), 
64-81.  
7 For literature on the rise of the universities, see chapter 6 note 21. 
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indication of their naïve stupidity) were commonplace in a wide range of twelfth-century texts.8 

French self-acclaim as the epitome of learning and chivalry (which was sometimes counter-attacked 

as arrogance) is prevalent in texts ranging from encyclopaedias to chansons de geste. Some of these 

stereotypes such as the purported Lombard avarice, infused with jealousy of Italian merchant 

bankers and their monetary prosperity, were drawn from ‘proverbial’ prejudice or ‘common 

knowledge’. Cultural topoi such as eating and drinking habits (especially English drunkenness) were 

now also included in the catalogues. Other stereotypes, such as the German fury, were in origin 

classical Roman epithets grounded in climate theory.9  

Although the same shift towards increasing topicality occurs in the concise lists compiled in the 

cloisters, the images in the literary compositions might be full of derision of the ethnic other.10 

Ethnic ridicule will be further discussed in chapter 6. The present chapter addresses how lists of 

ethnic characterizations were incorporated in twelfth-century literary texts. In this chapter I will 

discuss how lists of peoples became part of academic text books –  handbooks of rhetoric, in 

particular – used at the arising universities from the early twelfth century. Secondly, I will examine 

how ethnic stereotypes became increasingly topical, i.e. reflecting contemporary images and ideas, 

rather than (biblical-)allegorical. Although the stereotypes retained their purpose as moral tools to 

reflect on sin, these lists no longer served merely as monastic mnemonic exercises. They were 

produced in the new educational centres, especially in northern France and England, where detailed 

attention was paid to creating poetry which was convincing. The inclusion of fresh stereotypes in 

these lists springs forth from the intricate relationship between the rise of these new hubs of learning, 

the enormous literary production, influenced by the knowledge of classical poetry, and the economic 

growth and strengthening of institutional administrations at the central courts, generally classified 

under the umbrella term of the twelfth-century renaissance. These developments led to increasing 

contacts between various groups at these centres of education and court, within trade networks and 

on the Crusades, and sparking off greater awareness of ethnic identities.11 

The intellectual and cultural twelfth-century revolution produced a vast harvest of Latin verse. 

Receiving their education especially in the schools of northern France – Orleans, Chartres, Tours – 

                                                      
8 See for the Breton Hope, Siân Echard, Arthurian Narrative in the Latin Tradition (Cambridge 1998), 
esp. 68-106; Rosemary Morris, ‘King Arthur and the growth of French nationalism’, in Gillian Jondorf 
and D.N. Dumville (eds), France and the British Isles in the Middle Ages and Renaissance: Essays by 
Members of Girton College, Cambridge, in Memory of Ruth Morgan (Woodbridge 1991), 115-129; 
Mildred Leake Day, ‘The Letter from King Arthur to Henry II: Political Use of the Arthurian Legend in 
Draco Normannicus’, in Glyn S. Burgess, Robert A. Taylor and Aland David Deyermond (eds), The 
Spirit of the Court: Selected Proceedings of the Fourth Congress of the International Courtly Literature 
Society (Woodbridge 1985), 153-157. 
9 See further chapter 7. 
10 See for example the twelfth-century MS Corpus Christi 139, in which the older list ‘The Envy of the 
Jews’ (Appendix VI) now speaks of the luxuria of the people of Gascony, or the callousness of the 
Bavarians. Furthermore, in the list ‘Sapientia Grecorum’ of the fourteenth century, the French are 
courteous, the English generous, the Tuscans avaricious (Appendix IX). These are stereotypes also present 
in the verse catalogue printed in Walter, ‘Scherz’, no. 91. 
11 For the influence of increasing contacts in this period, see Smugge, ‘Über nationale Vorurteile’.  
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and advancing to the universities of Paris (theology) or Bologna (law), the clerics of Western Europe 

spent hours exercising their skills in the Latin tongue, memorizing and emanating the classics.12 The 

multiple anthologies filled with thousands of lines of verse are testimony to this incredible outburst 

of literary activity. Especially relevant to ethnic images with regards to this reciprocal pattern of 

cultural and social development, was the influence of new rhetorical manuals which taught how to 

write poetry and, notably, how to stereotype, to create images in the mind. To this end, we will 

examine how these manuals prescribed the use of epithets to sum up a person’s or ethnic groups’ 

essence. Moreover, these manuals encouraged the use of credible common proverbial images, and 

were themselves repositories of ethnic stereotypes circulating among clerics. Indeed, Geoffrey of 

Vinsauf’s popular rhetorical manual New Poetry (1200), or Boncompagno da Signa’s Palma (c. 

1198) and Ancient Rhetoric (1215), treatises for the ars dictaminis, explicitly prescribe how to apply 

ethnic images. Students were thus not only instructed to stereotype, they were fed with plenty of 

examples of how to do so. Ethnic stereotypes in literature thus drew from common images and 

reaffirmed them, furthering an acceleration of stereotyping. Here we can see the influence education 

has in shaping perceptions of difference, then and now. Ethnic stereotpyes in educational handbooks 

might be classified as institutionalized knowledge of common beliefs. As such, ethnic stereotypes 

were ‘formalized’. In addition, in manuals such as Geoffrey of Vinsauf’s New Poetry, a close 

relationship was evinced between territory and ethnic stereotype.  

This chapter focuses on the prescription to employ ethnic proverbs as credible images. Indeed, 

dits or sayings were collected in vernacular repositories. Their incorporation in the poetry, sermons, 

romances, and letters of this period – with its desire for credibility – is a strong indication that such 

ethnic stereotypes were widespread and recognized among broad layers of the population in North-

West Europe.  

  

Moulding stereotyped characters  

In the twelfth century, the art of rhetoric swiftly became highly influential in verse and letter 

composition. Whereas in classical times the art of rhetoric was applied predominantly (excepting the 

precepts laid down in Horace’s Art of Poetry) to the judicial, deliberative (in politics) or epideictic 

(rhetoric to praise or blame, in for example ceremonies), in the twelfth century, these oratorical rules 

and systems were supplanted to the arts of poetry and letter writing.13 Descriptions of place such as 

the locus amoenus could thus be based upon classical judicial argumenta a loco, or on rules of 

invention for epideictic oratory. But instead of applying the precepts of description to judicial or 

                                                      
12 There is a vast array of literature on the ‘twelfth-century renaissance’ and the flourishing of knowledge 
and literature. See for example Janet Martin, ‘Classicism and Style in Latin Literature’, in Robert L. 
Benson, Giles Constable, Carol D. Lanham (eds), Renaissance and Renewal in the Twelfth Century 
(Cambridge Mass. 1982) 537-568; see for further references Introduction note 3. 
13 Curtius, European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages, 193-194.  
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oratorical writing, description became an independent form of poetry, in order to praise (such as in 

panegyric or idealized topographical descriptions) or blame.14  

To this end, in order to write verse as an exercise in the rules of rhetoric, twelfth-century clerics 

had new textbooks at their reach. Certainly, even before the appearance of these new manuals 

Cicero’s On Invention and Horace’s Art of Poetry had been used to instruct on the art of writing. 

Traditionally, pupils studying Latin had also been guided by grammar textbooks such as Donatus’ 

fourth-century elementary Ars minor or Priscian’s sixth-century Institutiones grammaticae. In 

reaction to the expansion of governmental institutions from the end of the eleventh century, rhetoric 

was however increasingly applied to letter writing, for which the rules were laid down in manuals of 

ars dictandi.15 At the end of the twelfth century a number of fresh manuals on grammar also 

appeared, such as Alexander of Villedieu’s Doctrinale (1199) and Évrard (or Eberhard) of Béthune’s 

Graecismus (1212). And in the field of poetry, Matthew of Vendôme’s Art of Versification (early 

1170s), Gervase of Melkley’s Art of Versification (late twelfth century) and Geoffrey of Vinsauf’s 

New Poetry (1200) elaborately laid down new rules for verse composition. The works of Quintilian, 

Horace and Cicero, although studied in the previous centuries mainly in florilegia, were also 

especially influential in the twelfth century. 16 Partly as a result of this new and heightened attention 

to composition, ethnic characterizations now increasingly entered verse composition either praising 

and blaming, debating (in so-called Streitgedichte, battle poems) or satirizing peoples.17  

In effect, handbooks of rhetoric instructed how to stereotype: to identify and describe persons and 

things according to type, enhancing them with maneries.18 Such typing could follow highly 

normative schematizations and stretch to registers of speech. In the new textbooks of composition, 

the three classical styles of speech (humilis, mediocris, and grandiloquus), for example, were now 

applied to a classification along the lines of (literary) social order and profession.19 For example, in 

the Parisiana poetria (c. 1240), John of Garland sets out that the grandiloquent style is befitting to 

the miles dominans (including both curiales and civiles), the mediocre style to the agricola, and the 

humble style to the pastor otiosus. These three styles went hand in hand with examples from 

military, agricultural and pastoral life, with their ‘appropriate attributes’ such as the sword, the 

                                                      
14 See for example the descriptions of towns J.K. Hyde, ‘Medieval Descriptions of Cities’ in Bulletin of 
The John Rylands Library 48 (1965/1966), 308-340; Carl Joachim Classen, Die Stadt im Spiegel der 
Descriptiones und Laudes urbium in der antiken und mittelalterlichen Literatur bis zum Ende des 
zwölften Jahrhunderts (Hildesheim 1980). 
15 Martin, ‘Classicism and Style’, 538. 
16 Martin Camargo, ‘Rhetoric’ in David L. Wagner (ed.), The Seven Liberal Arts in the Middle Ages, 
100. Martin, ‘Classicism and Style’, 538 remarks that Cicero and Horace remained influential throughout 
the Middle Ages. 
17 For debate poetry see chapter 6.  
18 Douglas Kelly, The Arts of Poetry and Prose (Turnhout 1991), 72. For the relation between typology 
and allegory, see Warren Ginsberg, The Cast of Character: The Representation of Personality in Ancient 
and Medieval Literature (Toronto 1983), 78-79 who argues that in medieval literature exemplary figures 
are increasingly personified, emphasizing the universal rather than the particular, ‘losing sight of 
individuals in order to consider the moral and psychological categories to which they belonged’. 
19 Arbusow, Colores Rhetorici, 27. The system was known as the rota Vergilii in the Middle Ages.  
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plough and the shepherd’s staff, and suitable locations such as the fortress, field or pasture.20 Other 

classifications could include for example aesthetical dichotomies, teaching how to depict the ugly 

(applied to descriptions of the ‘morally inferior’ Ethiopian) and the beautiful, personified by 

‘elegant’ nobles.21  

How these manuals taught to employ ethnic stereotypes will now be examined in further detail, 

as the application of these stereotypes in literary texts can illuminate the extent to which images of 

ethnic identity existed in the minds of twelfth-century writers and their audience. Examining how the 

manuals laid down the rules for stereotypical description also underlines the significant role 

education played in enhancing stereotypical thinking, as it still often does in elementary textbooks to 

this day. First, however, we shall discuss briefly the importance of images in rhetorical composition 

and how they resonated in the mind.   

 

Painting mental pictures 

The purpose of the new manuals of rhetoric was essentially prescriptive. These manuals guided the 

student in his endeavours to invent poetry, to find images, to describe, with the ultimate goal of 

moral edification in search of ‘truth’. In order to successfully invent and describe, however, a writer 

had to employ images which somehow found response in the minds of his audience. The trick was to 

find the right words or linguistic signifiers to create mental images of something’s or somebody’s 

essence. This could be achieved by recalling, remembering the essence of things in one’s own mind, 

in an attempt to create new pictures in poetry or prose.22  

To this end, the poet could employ ornaments, which played a pivotal role in catching one’s 

attention and orientating cognitive processes.23 Such ornaments, as Mary Carruthers put it, are 

‘elaborate punning riffs of memory’ which ‘do to a word what jazz does to a written musical 

phrase’.24 However, in order to make meaning, rhetorical ornaments had (and have) to be in tune 

with the images in one’s memory; otherwise they are empty signifiers.25 In other words, images are 

only forceful if related to images already existent in one’s memory. Memory needs images to 

remember; in memory ornaments can serve as ‘mnemonic hooks’. At the same time, images are only 

forceful if related to images already existent in one’s memory – it is a two-way street.26 The more 

                                                      
20 John of Garland, Rota Vergiliana, ed. Edmond Faral, Les arts poetiques, 87. See also Leonid 
Arbusow, Colores rhetorici. Eine Auswahl rhetorischer Figuren und Gemeinplätze als Hilfsmittel für 
akademische Übungen an mittelalterlichen Texten, edited by Helmut Peter (Götttingen, 1963), 15-16. 
21 Friedman, Monstrous Races, 55. 
22 Carruthers, Craft of Thought, 119. 
23 Idem, 122. Jeay, Commerce des mots, 33 states that lists do not necessarily invite to search inner 
depths. However, as Carruthers has argued extensively, as instruments of meditation they did indeed offer 
‘food’ to chew on. 
24 Carruthers, Craft of Thought, 159. 
25 Idem, 117. 
26 Idem, 144. 
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playful and surprising the images (loci or places), the more likely they will stick in one’s mind.27 In 

this regard, word (linguistic signifier) and image were viewed as equally important – the pictorial 

mappae mundi thus served the same function as verbal maps, as did Walter of Châtillon’s verbal 

ekphrasis of the (imaginary) visual world map on Darius’ tomb. 

Turning to the manuals themselves, these indeed explicitly instructed to employ images which 

would strike a chord in one’s mind. In order to make meaning, the tools with which to set a person 

or group in the appropriate scheme of things thus came in the form of befitting ornaments or 

attributes. This is clearly prescribed in Matthew of Vendôme’s Art of Versification, written in the 

early 1170s as an introductory schoolbook.28 For Matthew of Vendôme, the main purpose of poetry 

was description. To describe was to uncloak the essential characteristics of the subject: a person, 

thing or group, and to place it within its appropriate topical milieu. Uncloaking these essential 

characteristics was achieved by applying epithets, attributes (ornaments), summing up a person’s or 

thing’s essence.29 It was through descriptio, topical invention of the circumstances of persons and 

things (using ‘found’ images), that a type was moulded and cast: ‘Therefore, a description of a 

church shepherd is to be made in one way, of a general in another; of a girl in another, of an elderly 

woman, a matron, a concubine or a waiting-woman in other ways; that of a boy or young man in one 

way, of an elderly man in another; of a freedman in another, one in a limited state in another. 

Variations in other characteristics should be observed in descriptions: Horace calls these tones of the 

works.’30  

 

It is possible to gain a clearer understanding of how these epithets, summing up the essence with 

which a thing is ‘overflowing’, could create – and reflect – mental images of ethnicity from the 

following example of a verse composed by Reginald of Canterbury, a monk at St. Augustine’s in 

Canterbury, who probably originated from Faye-le-Vineuse in north-eastern Poitou. Circa 1100 he 

wrote an epic vita of the desert saint Malchus. This he sent, among other things, as a gift to the 

                                                      
27 Idem, 131. As Carruthers writes, an ‘arresting simile serves as an inventory marker, a heuristic for our 
recollection’. 
28 Idem, 540. 
29 ‘Matthew of Vendôme: Introductory Treatise on the Art of Poetry’, transl. Ernest Gallo, Proceedings 
of the American Philosophical Society 118/1 (1974), 51-92, here at 55. 
30 Matthew of Vendôme, Ars versificatoria I 46, ed. Munari, 63, transl. Parr, 28: ‘Igitur aliter ponenda est 
descriptio alicuius ecclesiastici pastoris, aliter imperatoris, aliter puelle, aliter veterane, aliter matron, 
aliter concubine vel pedissece, aliter pueri vel adulescentuli, aliter veterani, aliter liberi, aliter 
conditionalis, et aliarum proprietatum variations in descriptionibus debent assignari, que ab Oratio colores 
operum nuncupantur.’ Cf. ‘Matthew of Vendôme: Introductory Treatise’, ed. Gallo, 67.  For dates see 
Gallo’s introduction, 51-52. Matthew of Vendôme is drawing directly upon Cicero’s De inventione and 
Horace’s Ars poetica, whom he quotes verbatim: ‘It makes a great difference whether it is Davus or a 
hero who speaks; a mature old man, or one yet aglow with flowering youth; a high-ranking lady or a busy 
nurse; a wandering merchant, or the cultivator of a fertile field; a Colchan or an Assyrian; a son of Thebes 
or of Argos.’ Horace, Ars poetica 114-118; Cicero, De inventione I 46. 
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hagiographer Goscelin of Saint-Bertin (died c. 1100).31 In the poem accompanying his gift, Reginald 

(who is also known for his distaste for English beer) sets out to extol the literary talents of his fellow 

monk, who is adept at all arts of verse, is in fact ‘filled with verse’.32 To illustrate this Reginald 

breaks into a boundless enumeration of places, phenomena of the physical world, peoples, and the 

characteristic thing with which they abound. From around 1100, more and more of these kinds of 

lists appear amplifying an essential attribute of which a person or place is overflowing:33  

 

     As the sky is filled with stars, the Eastern Sea with blustery storms,  

The forest with many kinds of leaves, the sun with rays, Rome with marble,  

The Greek with books, the body with the fibres of life,  

The Pindus with ice, the Alps with snow, the Indus with vermin,  

Liguria with towns, Scythia with nations, the Etna with sparks,  

The Thracian mountains with sheep, Cluny with monks,  

April with flowers, old age with cold, 

The Chaldeans with shellfish,34 the Sabeans with gems and myrrh,35  

The Aeolians with fish and streams, Egypt with olives,  

Athens with the arts, Mycenae with fury and wrath,  

Venus with temptation, the voice with air, night with darkness,  

The Rodope36 with laurel, Lebanon with pine trees, the Pactolus37 with gold,  

Arabia with rocks and stones, the Turks with arrows,  

The Phoenicians with pepper, the Nile with cranes, Cantabria with hedgehogs(?),  

The English with herds, the Riphean summit with wind,  

The Senones with wine, Latium with nuts, Crete with caraway seed,  

                                                      
31 F. Liebermann, ‘Raginald von Canterbury’, in Neues Archiv der Gesellschaft für Ältere Deutsche 
Geschichtskunde 13 (1888), 518-556, at 522 and 526. 
32 Idem, ‘Gozelino monacho suo suus, amico amicus Raginaldus’, poem no. XV, 542: ‘Carminis omne 
genus scit enim, sic carmine plenus’.  
33 Especially in England, it was popular to sketch a laudatory overview of regions, small and large, and 
their fine commodities, natural resources or praiseworthy character. For example, Henry of Huntingdon, 
archdeacon of Lincoln, inserted an excerpt of a poem into the first book of his Historia Anglorum I 6, ed. 
and transl. Greenway 20-21 (the first version completed after October 1131), which Diana Greenway has 
suggested comes from a poem in hexameters in praise of Britain. As usual, there is local pride, here in the 
charm of the people of Lincoln: ‘To this witness London rich in ships, Winchester in wine, / Hereford in 
flocks, Worcester in the fruits of the earth; / Bath famed for pools, Salisbury for wild game, Canterbury 
for fish, / York for woodlands, Exeter for metals; / Norwich near to the Danes, Chester for the Irish, / 
Chichester to the Gauls, Durham to the Norwegians. / There witness also Lincoln’s people boundless in 
beauty, Ely beautiful in its site, Rochester in its appearance.’  
34 The murex was used to make purple dye. 
35 The people of Sheba (Arabia) were famous for their wealth, frankincense and myrrh in ancient times. 
See for example Gervase of Tilbury, Otia imperialia II 4, 198-199, from Orosius, Historiae adversum 
paganos I, 2, 21. Cf. Isidore, Etymologiae IX 2, 14, who quotes Virgil, Georgica 2, 117, and De imagine 
mundi I 16, from Etymologiae XIV 3, 15.  
36 A mountain in present-day Bulgaria. 
37 A river in present-day Turkey, from which gold was mined in ancient times.  
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Famous Ephesus with cinnamon, Gascony with apples,  

Flanders with knights, Anjou with heroes, 

As birds abound with feathers, the serpent with poison, Scotland with thorny bushes. 

The pig with bristles, snow with cold, Orcus with shadows of the dead,  

And men with various woes, the Scriptures with figures…38 

 

To a degree, these exhaustive lists were drawn from classic schematization.39 Possibly imitating a 

passage from the ‘Foreign Lands Scheme’ in Virgil’s Georgics, the earliest examples concerning 

regions mainly list their natural resources.40 By picturing the geographic locations and their essential 

characteristics, the reader or listener could thus traverse the corners of the earth, its heights, its 

depths, its mountains, towns, regions and cloisters and consider their essence. Thus, although the 

catalogue predominantly describes the produce of regions and peoples from ancient antiquity, 

Reginald eventually turns his attention to territories closer to home: ‘Cordoba with sapphires, 

Tuscany with pigs, The Britons with butter…’41 The purpose was essentially to picture these places 

in one’s mind, assisted by evocative epithets of the essence. We can see the same ‘stylistic 

hyperactivity’, as Winthrop Wetherbee put it, is displayed in the Architrenius by John of Hauville, 

master in the cathedral school of Rouen, dedicated to the ascending archbishop of Rouen, Walter of 

Coutances, in 1184. In this satirical narrative, the ‘Arch-weeper’ navigates the world, only to find 

that it, the Church, court and schools are overflowing with vice. Again, John of Hauville brings forth 

                                                      
38 F. Liebermann (ed.), ‘Raginald von Canterbury’, in Neues Archiv der Gesellschaft für Ältere Deutsche 
Geschichtskunde 13 (1888), 518-556, here at 542-544, no. XV, ‘Gozelino monacho suo suus, amico 
amicus Raginaldus’: ‘Ut polus est stellis, Euro mare flante procellis, / Et nemus omne coma, radiis sol, 
marmore Roma, / Gens ut Greca libris, animantum corpora fibris, / Et glacie Pindus, Alpes nive, 
vermibus Indus, / Et Ligures villis, Scitha plebibus, Aethna favillis, / Ut montana Thracum gregibus, 
monachis Cluniacum, / Floribus Aprilis, aetas algore senilis, / Murice Chaldei, gemmis et thure Sabei, / 
Piscibus et rivis Eoles, Egyptus olivis, / Artibus Athenae, furiis iraque Micenae, / Ut Venus illecebris, vox 
aere, noxque tenebris, / Ut Rodope lauro, Libanus pice, Pactolus auro, / Rupibus et petris Arabes, 
Turcique pharetris, / Phenices pipere, Nilus grue, Cantaber here, / Anglus ut armentis, Riphea cacumina 
ventis, / Ut Senones vino, Latium nuce, Creta cimino, / Clara cinamomis, Ephesus, Guasconia pomis, / 
Milite Flandrenses, heroibus Andegavenses, / Sicut aves plumis, draco viru, Scotia dumis, / Ut setis 
porcus, nix frigore, manibus Orcus, / Et variis curis homines, scriptura figuris…’ 
39 Ernst Curtius mentions the ‘ideal mixed forest’ as a subspecies of the catalogue; in the 
Metamorphoses, for instance, Ovid names twenty-six tree species with their epithets; cf. Ovid, 
Metamorphoses X 90-106; Curtius, European Literature, 190-195. In his Daretis Phrygii Ilias I 516-519, 
composed in 1190, Joseph of Exeter likewise assembles a forest not far away across the fields from Troy, 
where ten species of trees grow: ‘prophetic laurel, pine that loves to roam, pacific olive, cornet bane of 
beasts, bold ash, the friendly elm, and never-aging, full of song – the box’. The translation is by A.G. 
Rigg, and has been published on the website of the Center of Medieval Studies, Toronto, in 2005. A later 
example is Geoffrey Chaucer’s catalogue of species of trees and birds in the Parlement of Foules; cf. 
Geoffrey Chaucer, Parlement of Foules, 176-178 and 344-346; quoted by Gallo, ‘Matthew of Vendôme: 
Introductory Treatise’, 55-56. 
40 See Virgil’s Georgica I 56-59 and II 114-135. See L.P. Wilkinson, The Georgics of Virgil: A Critical 
Survey (Norman 1997), 87. 
41 Liebermann (ed.), ‘Raginald von Canterbury’ (see above note 37): ‘Corduba saphiro, sue Tuscia, Brito 
butiro...’ 
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an endless list similar to Reginald of Canterbury’s, enumerating the regions and the natural resources 

which they are teeming with.42 

 Picturing the world’s plenitude was thus embellished with things and their essential 

characteristics. The redundant use of an abundance of epithets – copia – was, according to Walter 

Ong, typical of oral societies.43 We shall now examine in more detail how these manuals, which 

were mainly used by students, instructed to apply images of ethnic groups. For, as such, ethnic 

stereotypes served as ornaments, applied in the process of ‘uncloaking the essence’ of the ethnic 

group. From the application of these ornaments we can infer two conclusions. First, that these ethnic 

images were accepted commonplaces in their day; otherwise, they would not strike a chord as mental 

pictures. Secondly, that these manuals and poems further entrenched these ethnic stereotypes in the 

minds of their audiences, as they entered into the pockets of memory of those reading or listening to 

these verses. Thinking about a place, or a people, using topical images, might thus lead one to thinks 

about the essence of a place or people. 

   

Ethnic images as arguments 

How was a poet successfully to describe a person in relation to his ethnicity? In medieval poetry, to 

describe meant ‘to reveal the essential characteristics, the properties of the subject’.44 In order to 

appropriately describe a person, a poet should attach attributes as the starting point for elaborate 

composition. Matthew of Vendôme patiently explains how to do so in his Art of Versification: 

‘However, everyone should be designated by that epithet which is strongest in him and for which he 

is best known.’45  

To this end, in order to invent (or find) the appropriate attributes, a person could be given eleven 

argumenta, which were to be observed from the topoi, general commonplaces (loci) of condition, 

age, office, sex, and place.46 Matthew of Vendôme calls these eleven arguments ‘characteristics’, 

‘epithets’ or ‘personal attributes’: name, nature, way of life, fortune, acquired disposition, pursuit, 

feeling, deliberation, accident, deeds, speeches.47 These epithets ‘sum up the essence of the object 

being observed’.48 The second of these attributes, arguments from nature, are further divided into 

                                                      
42 John of Hauville, Architrenius VII 6 vs. 206-219, ed. and transl. Winthrop Wetherbee, 182-185: 
‘Frigoribus bruma, nitro Pharos, India nardo, / Cameleonte Friges, basiliscis Affrica, Nilus / Ypotamis, 
Ganges hebenis, sturionibus Helle, / Tartara tormentis, Styx nocte, Megera venenis, / Sedicione furor, 
gemitu dolor, ira tumult, / Fulmina terrore, Mars ictibus, alea rixis, / Garrulitate merum, Venus igne, 
Cupido sagittis, / Ingluvies luxu, gula sorde, bitumine venter, / Curia fabellis, fora litibus, histrio nugis, / 
Pelex blandiciis, lupa questu, lena susurris, / Fastu nupta, socrus odio, livore noverca, / Sors dubiis, 
Fortuna dolo, velamine Fatum, / Spe miser, oppositio felix, utroque Iohannes.’ 
43 Ong, Orality and Literacy, 40-41. 
44 Gallo, ‘Matthew of Vendôme: Introductory Treatise’, 53. 
45 Matthew of Vendôme, Ars versificatoria, I 44, ed. Munari 62, transl. Parr, 28: ‘Debet autem quelibet 
persona ab illo intitulari epytheto quod in ea pre ceteris dominatur et a quo maiorem fame sortitur 
evidentiam.’  
46  Idem, I 41, ed. Munari, 60.  
47 Idem, I 75 and 77, ed. Munari, 95-96. 
48 Gallo, ‘Matthew of Vendôme: Introductory Treatise’, 55.  
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physical, spiritual, and external attributes: natio, patria,49 age, kindred, and sex. In the first century 

AD, Quintilian had already identified similar arguments in his Institutio oratoria, ‘such are birth, for 

persons are generally regarded as having some resemblance to their parents and ancestors’. This 

resemblance could sometimes, according to Quintilian, lead to disgraceful or honourable behaviour. 

Another important argument was their ethnic identity, as peoples ‘have their own characters, and the 

same action is not equally probable in a barbarian, a Roman and a Greek; country, because in the 

same way, the laws, institutions, and opinions of societies differ’.50  

Successful description depended on finding the right attributes, ornaments which created images 

in the mind. In antiquity, these images might be based on climate theory. However, in the twelfth 

century this theory had not yet entered into the prescriptions of poetic manuals. Also, whereas 

Quintilian refers to parental transmission of characteristics, within the manuals of rhetoric of this 

period examples of external attributes such as patria are not based upon humoural theory. Instead, 

these poetic manuals turned to proverbs. Thus, Matthew of Vendôme first elucidates the 

commonplace of a natio with a classic example, ‘as in Virgil: I fear the Greeks, even when they 

bring gifts’, implying their treachery.51 In the two following examples from respectively natio and 

patria, he further demonstrates the moral depravities of two peoples: ‘The people of Gabii grow sour 

with the vinegar of wickedness;52 the bitter decay of the mind glides down into vice’, and: ‘Rome 

thirsts for gold, loves those who give; without the dative, Rome refuses to favour the accusative’.53 

The right attributes, in this case, were drawn from proverbial sayings. The topicality of such sayings 

is illustrated by the fact that complaints against Rome were highly popular in contemporary parody 

and satire, first evolving in the eleventh century as invective against the practice of simony and the 

power of money at the Roman curia, to which the world’s riches flowed.54 Matthew of Vendôme’s 

gab about Rome’s hypocritical greed would thus be easily understood by Latin students. In the early 

part of the twelfth century, an anonymous poet similarly enumerated the natural resources of the 

world’s regions, ranging from east to west, in the anti-Roman invective ‘The Cunning People of 

Rome’. The poem was written by a cleric possibly from Lotharingia or Gallia, and is representative 

                                                      
49 Nation here is defined by Matthew of Vendôme as determined by a man’s language, whereas patria is 
his place of origin. He is possibly alluding to Isidore’s Etymologiae IX 1, 1 and 1, 14. 
50 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria V 10, 24-26, ed. and transl. Donald A. Russell (5 volumes, Cambridge 
Mass. 2001), vol 2, 376-377: ‘nam et gentibus proprii mores sunt nec idem in barbaro, Romano, Graeco 
probabile est; patria, quia similiter etiam civitatium leges instituta opiniones habent differentiam’. 
51 Matthew of Vendôme, Ars versificatoria I 82, ed. Munari, 97: ‘ut apud Virgilium: “timeo Danaos et 
dona ferentes”’. He is quoting here the proverbial line from Virgil’s Aeneid II 49. Bautier, ‘Peuples, 
provinces’, 5 notes that Matthew of Vendôme also used an ancient stereotype here as an example in his 
textbook. Odo of Deuil applied this ancient prejudice to Byzantium during the Second Crusade; cf. Odo 
of Deuil, De profectione Ludovici VII in orientem IV, ed. and transl. Berry, 66-67. 
52 The people of Gabii refers to an ancient city of Latium. 
53 Matthew of Vendôme, I 82, ed. Munari, 98-99: ‘A natione sic: / Nequitia populus Gabiensis acescit, 
aceti / Defluit in vitium mentis amara lues; / a patria sic: / Aurum, Roma sitit, dantes amat, absque dativo, 
/ Accusativis Roma favere negat.’ 
54 Walther, Proverbia sententiaeque Latinitatis 1831; Benzinger, Invectiva in Romam, 74-76; Paul 
Lehmann, Die Parodie im Mittelalter (Stuttgart, 1963), 51-52. 
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of anti-Roman satire mocking the curia’s cupidity.55 Moving from east to west, Rome hankers after 

the riches of the world. Rome is the central point to which the territories render their riches. The 

Church, whose institutions are becoming more powerful, thus becomes a benchmark to which the 

diversity of the regions, and their relative wealth, relates: 

  

Worships the gold of Arabia,  

The ornate robes of Greece,  

The ivory and jewels of India,  

The delights of France,  

The silver and gold of England,  

The milk and butter of Flanders,  

The horse and mare mules of Burgundy – 

     Rome devours them all completely, 

With no worthiness left at all.56  

 

By parodying Rome’s greed through reference to the dative (the receiver, Rome) and the accusative 

(the giver), Matthew of Vendôme’s verse manual is thus offering a simple example easily 

recognizable and remembered by pupils because of its satirical slant; in the same breath, he throws 

in a bit of grammar for good measure. At the same time, the verse was perhaps a moral admonition 

to the pupils who were being schooled within the Church: avoid simony and greed.  

 

Striking a chord with proverbs 

One of the main precepts of the art of rhetoric was to ensure that images stuck in the mind of the 

audience. In order not to fall on deaf ears, the images in composition needed to strike a chord, to fall 

onto fertile ground in the mind of the listener. As said, words needed to bear significance; otherwise 

they remained empty signifiers and the mind barren. In addition, figures of speech such as 

metonymy, especially when using unlikely similarities, could arouse emotions in the mind (the 

technique of pathos), making them all the more persuasive. Also, the texts had to appeal to the 

guiding beliefs and ideas of the audience (ethos). In this light, one of the precepts was to credibly 

describe persons or places in their proper setting by using proverbs describing their essence. In 

antiquity, in for example criminal trials, a speaker could thus try to persuade the court by appealing 

                                                      
55 Benzinger, Invectiva in Romam, esp. chapter 6, 111-113; John A. Yunck, The Lineage of Lady Mead. 
The Development of Medieval Venality Satire (Notre Dame, 1963), esp. 80-81; Lehmann, Die Parodie im 
Mittelalter, 25-68. 
56 ‘Gens Romanorum subdola antiqua colit hydola’, in Libelli de lite imperatorum et pontificum saeculis 
xi et xii conscripti, ed. H. Boehmer (Hannover 1897) III, 705-706, vs. 6-14:  ‘Aurum colens Arabiae, / 
Ornatas vestes Greciae, / Ebur cum gemmis Indiae, / Delitiosa Franciae / Argentum, aurum Angliae, / Lac 
et butirum Flandriae, / Mulos, mulas Burgundiae, / Roma deglutit penitus, / Digna perire funditus.’ Cf. F. 
Mone, Anzeiger für Künde der teutschen Vorzeit 8 (1839), 597; Lehmann, Die Parodie im Mittelalter, 52. 
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to ‘common knowledge’ regarding character types. Quintilian clarifies this use of reference to 

‘character types’ thus: ‘Is it credible that a father has been killed by his son, or that he committed 

incest with his daughter? Or again (to take the opposite line), is poisoning credible in a stepmother, 

or adultery in a debauchee? Again, is a crime committed in public credible, or a forgery done for a 

small sum of money? Each of these offences has its particular character, as it were – as a rule, of 

course, not invariably, or these things would be certainties and not Arguments.’57 Through reference 

to prejudiced beliefs about people’s character types in regards to their gender or social position, an 

advocate could thus hope to cast doubt or persuade his audience of the likeliness that his client 

would have acted in a certain manner.  

According to Quintilian, some acts were induced by someone’s station in life or occupation. In 

addition, a speaker must relate to a person’s natural disposition, ‘because avarice, irascibility, 

mercifulness, cruelty, severity, and the like often enhance or detract from credibility’.58 This 

‘general knowledge’ of a person’s character was thus based on the argumenta drawn from one of the 

eleven categories such as nature, age, office or sex. However, in the twelfth century in order to pick 

convincing attributes, a writer was specifically encouraged to draw upon proverbial knowledge. 

Matthew of Vendôme himself instructs that ‘one ought to set down first a general proverb, that is, a 

general idea (…) to which credence is customarily given, common opinion renders assent, and by 

which the integrity of uncorrupted truth is undisturbed.’59  

Matthew of Vendôme’s illustration of Rome’s greed would indeed have been easily understood 

by twelfth-century Latin student. As a result of this encouragement to elucidate someone’s character 

by means of proverbs, literary composition thus actively tapped into ‘vulgar’ common knowledge. 

The proverb, expressing ‘a universal character’ and thus memorized in the minds of the community, 

could be smoothly transformed and encapsulated in accompanying epithets.60 As such, lists 

contributed to the vulgarization of knowledge but also fed on popular ‘knowledge’, or better-said 

stereotypical prejudice of ethnic groups. Below, we will examine how clerics could amass popular 

proverbs for their compositions. As it turns out, they did not have to collect random utterings 

snatched from conversation; clerics, especially preachers, were in fact actively tapping into common 

sayings which were collected in manuscripts from the twelfth century.  

                                                      
57 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria V 10, 19, ed. and transl. Russell, 374-375: ‘“An credibile sit a filio 
patrem occisum, incestum cum filia commissum”, et contra veneficium in noverca, adulterium in 
luxurioso: illa quoque, “an scelus palam factum”, “an falsum propter exiguam summam”, quia suos 
quidque horum velut mores habet, plerumque tamen, non semper: aliquod indubitata essent, non 
argumenta.’  
58 Idem, V 10, 27, ed. and transl. Russell, 378-379: ‘etenim avaritia iracundia misericordia crudelitas 
severitas aliaque his similia adferunt fidem frequenter aut detrahunt’. 
59 Matthew of Vendôme, Ars versificatoria I 16, transl. Parr, 22: ‘premittendum est generale proverbium, 
id est communis sententia (…) cui consuetudo fidem attribuit, opinio communis assensum accommodate, 
incorrupte veritatis integritas adquiescit’; cf. Wendy E. Pfeffer, Proverbs in Medieval Occitan Literature, 
(Gainsville 1997), 10 for similar references. 
60 Elisabeth Schulze-Busacker, Proverbes et expressions proverbiales dans la littérature narrative du 
Moyen Âge Français (Geneva and Paris 1985), 19-20; Bautier, ‘Peuples, provinces’, 1-2. 
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Collections of proverbs 

The earliest known Old French collection is the Proverbes au villain, compiled in Flanders between 

1174 and 1190, but earlier Latin examples are the Proverbia Magistri Serlonis or Egbert of Liège’s 

eleventh-century Fecunda ratis, an educational textbook containing proverbial wisdom. The twelfth-

century manuscript compilations included proverbs and moral admonitions about the behaviour of 

men or normative and practical rules. As Anne-Marie Bautier remarked, such compilations probably 

aided preachers when compiling sermons.61 They might also have been consulted by clerics writing 

Latin verse (who often also wrote sermons) – as handbooks of rhetoric actively encouraged to use 

them, especially in the exordium or conclusion. These sayings, instead of being transmitted in Latin 

texts accessible only to the literate elite, had been passed down through oral transmission and 

repetition, often from generation to generation, and memorized in the collective mind, thus 

becoming collective cultural ‘knowledge’. Proverbs were adopted collectively across broad sections 

of the population, reflecting general opinion, and not simply that of the literate elite.62  

As Günther Blaicher observed, there is hardly a substantial collection of proverbs from early 

modernity which does not include many examples of ethnic stereotypes. It is difficult to discriminate 

between vernacular and Latin proverbial sayings, as they were often translated from one language 

into another.63 When examining such collections, a distinction should be made between proverbs 

which teach a lesson, laying claim to absolute validity, and more general sayings, or dictons, 

including the lists of peoples and their epithets.64  

An early Old French example of a collection of proverbs is known under the title the ‘Dit de 

l’Apostoile’, and is contained in a thirteenth-century manuscript. This compilation is replete with 

lists characterizing peoples, animals, professions and regions of France, including types of wines and 

cheeses, such as fromage de Brie.65 The fact that this list is incorporated in a corpus of other dictons, 

indicates that it is not a random collection jotted down. The fifth list runs as follows: 

 

The wisest of men live in Lombardy. 

The wisest traders in Tuscany. 

The most ingenious in the world are the Saracens. 

                                                      
61 Bautier, ‘Peuples, provinces’, 1. 
62 Idem, 2; Ong, Orality and Literacy, 34. 
63 Günther Blaicher, Merry England: Zur Bedeuting und Funktion eines englischen Autostereotyps 
(Tübingen, 2000), 17. 
64 I will not discuss the various definitions of the proverb. For this discussion, see James Woodrow 
Hassell, Middle French Proverbs, Sentences, and Proverbial Phrases (1982), 4-9 (following Susanne 
Schmarje); Pfeffer, Proverbs in Medieval Occitan Literature, 1-11; Schulze-Busacker, Proverbes et 
expressions, 19. Grace Frank, ‘Proverbs in Medieval Literature’, in Modern Language Notes 58/7 (1943), 
508-515, here at 513-514 argues that the chansons de geste and dit could create ready-made axioms. 
65 ‘Proverbes et dictons populaires’, printed in Jean-Henri-Romain Prompsault, Discours sur les 
publications littéraires du moyen-age (Paris 1835), 114-140, from two manuscripts, formerly 1830 (now 
Paris BN 19152) and 7281. 
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The most treacherous in Hungary. 

The greatest traitors live in Greece. 

The most slavish in Slavonia.  

The most furious are in Germany. 

The most frank live in France. 

The most stupid live in Brittany. 

The most inquisitive are the Normans. Where do you come from, what do you want, where are 

you going?66 

The handsomest women live in Flanders. 

The handsomest men in Germany. 

The tallest are the Danes. 

The greatest drinkers the English. 

The greatest vagrants are the Scots. 

The most savage are the Irish. 

The most fickle are the Welsh…67 

 

The list continues with an enumeration of professions: the best lancers are in Navarra; the best 

leapers in Poitou; the best archers live in Anjou; the best preachers in Spain; the best jugglers in 

Gascony; the most courteous people in Provence; the most blasphemous in Burgundy (‘and I 

renounce God if I’m lying’, the manuscript says); the best dancers in Lorraine; the greatest turnip 

eaters in the Auvergne.68 The collection continues with lists of types of clothing in regions; minerals 

                                                      
66 Cf. Diodorus Siculus, VI 9 and Caesar, De bello gallico IV 5, who said the same of the Gauls.  
67 ‘Proverbes et dictons populaires’, 122-123: ´Li plus sage homme sont en Lombardie. / Li plus sage 
marcheant sont en Tosquanne. / Li plus engigneor en Sarrazienesme. / Li plus trahitre en Hongrie. / Li 
plus traiteur sont en Gresce. / Li plus serf sont en Esclavonie. / Li plus ireux sont en Alemaigne. / Li plus 
apert home en France. / Li plus sot en Bretaingne. / Li plus enquerant en Normandie. Ou aliax? Que 
queriax? Dont veniax? /Li plus belles femes sont en Flandres. / Li plus bel home en Alemaigne. / Li plus 
grant en Danemarche. / Li mieldre buveor en Engleterre. / Li plus truant en Escoce. / Li plus sauvage sont 
en Irlande. / Li plus ligier en Gales. / Li meillor lanceor on Navarre. / Li meillor sailleor en Poitou. / Li 
meillor archier en Anjou. / Li meillor prégator sont en Espaingne. / Li mieldre jugleor sont en Gascoigne. 
/ Li plus courtois en Provence. / Li plus renoié en Bourgogne. En reni Dieu, si ne di voir. / Li meilleur 
danseur sont en Loheraine, / Li meilleur mangeur de rabes en Auvergne. / Li plus roignoz en Limozin. / 
Chevalier de Champagne. / Escuier de Borgogne. / Serjant de Hennaut. / Champion de Eu. / Vilain de 
Beauoisin. / Usurier de Cahorse. / Mires de Salernes.’ For the fickle character of the Irish and Welsh, cf. 
Lydon, ‘Nation and Race’, 104. 
68 It continues to mention the knights of Champagne; squires of Burgundy; foot-soldiers of Hainault; 
champions of Eu, villains of Beauvoisis; usurers of Cahors; doctors of Salerno. In manuscripts containing 
the ‘Riote du monde’, the world is surveyed left and right, in like manner to the collection of proverbs in 
the ‘Dit de d’Apostoile’. Cf. J. Ulrich, ‘Neue Versionen der Riote du Monde’, in Zeitschrift für 
romanische Philologie 24 (1900), 112-120, here at 115: ‘Mais encores me fait il pis, / Car on parle sur les 
païs, / Je voys a dextre et a senestre, / Je ne sçay de quel païs estre. / S’il est François, malicieux; / S’il est 
Picart, trop enuyeux; / S’il est ort, c’est ung Alement, / Et grant buveur, s’il est Norment, / Et jureur, s’il 
est Bourguignon, / Et trop testu, s’il est Breton. / Fort a cognoistre; c’est Anglois; / S’il est Escot, trop 
felonnois. / S’il est Provencal, enquereur; / S’il est Lombart, il joue aux dez. / S’il est Romain, trop 
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and metals; vegetables and fruits; animals; fish; patisseries. Similar lists of shires or towns, and their 

characteristics were also compiled in Middle English, such as the probably mid-thirteenth century 

‘The Baronage of London’ (inserted as Appendix X as an example), and the ‘Hervordschir, shild and 

sper’.69  

The stimulus to employ proverbs in verse composition offers insight into contemporary opinions 

about ethnic groups. The similarities between the sayings above and stereotypes in contemporary 

Latin verse are striking: that the Bretons are stupid, the Germans furious, the English drunkards are 

highly topical images.70 Indeed, Latin verse frequently incorporated them. For example, an 

anthology of (fragments of) Latin verse mainly by Hildebert of Le Mans and Marbod of Rennes, 

compiled around 1175-1180 in the chapter of St. Gatien in Tours, contains the saying: ‘It is not 

surprising if a Breton eats butter.’71 A longer verse, erroneously attached to the end of a verse by 

Marbod of Rennes, reads:  

 

Just as it is not surprising that no one escapes death,  

So it is not surprising that a Breton eats butter, 

That the Normans are satiated with beer, 

That the people of Poitou greatly fear our swords.72 

 

Just as in Reginald of Canterbury’s verse about Goscelin’s poetical talents, quoted at the beginning 

of this chapter, the Bretons are ridiculed for their appetite for butter. Now it becomes clear that the 

poet is incorporating proverbial knowledge. Dairy products such as milk and cheese were associated 

particularly with the northern regions of the Low Countries, Flanders, and Brittany, and although 

sometimes viewed as fattening and a token of wealth, they were generally regarded as culturally 

inferior to olive oil and wine, and even compared to eating excrement in a proverb about the 

                                                                                                                                                            
couvoiteux; / C’est Espaignot, luxurieux. / En pour ce je me passe a tant, / Que je [ne][ vous voise 
ennuysant.’  
69 Wright and Halliwell, Reliquiae Antiquae vol. 1, 269-270; vol. 2, 41-42. 
70 See further chapters 7-9. 
71 Wilmart, ‘Le florilège de Saint-Gatien’, 35: ‘Hoc non est mirum, si mandit Brito butyrum.’ Walther, 
‘Scherz’, no. 88.  
72 Printed in H. Hagen, Carmina Medii Aevi maximam partem inedita (Bern 1877), 168-9: ‘Sic non est 
mirum, quod quisque moritur, / Ut non est mirum, si mandit Britto butyrum / Quod Normannigenae potu 
satiantur avenae, / Quod nostros enses formidant Pictavienses.’  Walther, ‘Scherz’, no. 158. For Norman 
beer drinking see further the epigram in Paul Lehmann, ‘Eine Sammlung mittellateinischer Gedichte aus 
dem Ende des 12.Jahrhunderts’, in Historische Vierteljahrschrift 30 (1935), 20-58, here at 45: ‘Potum 
Normannis et in hoc et omnibus annis / prebebit culmus, non baiula palmitis ulmus.’ (In each and every 
year the stalk gives the Normans to drink, the bearing vine not for pilgrims). This saying is in a 
twelfth/thirteenth-century manuscript Copenhagen Univ.-Bibl. MS. Fabr. 81 f. 75v. Cf. Baudri of Dol, 
Carmina 202 vs. 20-21: ‘Ergo liquet: culmus non baiula palmitis huius / Pocula Normannis producat in 
omnibus annis’ and the epigram ‘Vinum Normannis et in hoc et in omnibus annis / ferre solet culmus, 
non subdita uitibus ulmus’, ed. Tilliette, vol. 2, 136. Cf. Carsten Wollin, ‘”Kein Wein für die 
Normannen”. Marginalien zu Baudri de Bourgeuils carm. 202’, in Sacris Erudiri 44 (2005), 275-283, in a 
verse discussion between Baudri and William of Lisieux on wine and beer. See further chapter 7 for the 
wine-beer debate.  
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Frisians.73 The Normans, besides being famed for their excessive bragging, greed and cruelty, were 

sometimes portrayed as beer drinkers (although this was usually especially associated with the 

English). Another example concerns the acclaimed chivalric valour of French knights and learning 

of the clerics. The proverb ‘The French are used to victory without bringing harm’, breathes the 

values of chivalrous warfare.74 Many verses also acclaim its civilization, as in Walter of Châtillon’s 

Alexandreis, where the learning of the French is extolled. The fact that such lines circulated 

separately might however offer insight in the extent to which these images were acknowledged. 

Departing from the characterizations in the earlier monastic lists, these proverbial images are 

sometimes derisory and related to topical values and cultural customs such as eating and drinking 

habits.  

Some of the verses containing these proverbs still follow the traditional religious moralizing axis 

from east to west, such as Walter of Châtillon’s Alexandreis, the poem ‘Gens subdola’ or the verse 

in Bower’s fourteenth-century continuation of John Fordun’s Scotichronicon, which mentions that ‘a 

certain [poet] reflecting on the particular product of each natural region which possesses an 

outstanding or supreme abundance of riches, thus describes the actual regions saying:  

 

“Gold enriches the Chaldeans, incense the Sabeans,  

Silver the Assyrians, corn the kingdoms of Africa.  

Ivory is the wealth of the Indians, milk of Flanders, wine of France.  

England is swimming in beer, Scotland in fish.”’  

 

However, the stereotypes are now clearly topical, as indeed more contemporary stereotypes creep 

into the later ethical lists. Moreover, in many of these lists the role of peoples on the east-west axis is 

abandoned. For example, in the early lists variants appear of the following saying: ‘The Greek are 

wise before the deed, the French during, Romans and Jews afterwards’.75 In a fourteenth-century 

                                                      
73 ‘Infelix Friso gaudebat stercore viso. / Et non est mirum, quia credidit esse butirum.’ Walther, 
‘Scherz’, no. 96. In no. 187 is an example of the Saxons eating butter; possibly referring to Pliny the 
Elder, Historia naturalis XXVIII 35, transl. 93: ‘From milk is also made butter, among barbarian tribes 
accounted the choiciest food, one that distinguishes the rich from the lower orders.’  
74 See a gloss on Évrard of Béthune’s Graecismus, in a thirteenth-century manuscript, BN Paris Latin 
15133: ‘Armis, militia, rebus, probitate, Sophia / Francia munitur, nec eidem par reperitur.’ (With 
weapons, warfare, goods, probity, wisdom France is fortified, its equal will never be met.) In B. Hauréau, 
Notices et Extraits de quelques manuscrits Latins de la Bibliothèque Nationale, 6 volumes (Paris 1890-
1893), vol. 4, 283; Walther, ‘Scherz’, no. 17. In another manuscript containing the Graecismus, 
Bibliothèque Nationale Latin 18522 f. 9, printed in Hauréau, Notices et Extraits (1893), vol. 6, 115-125, 
here at 117, the verse ‘Anglia, Flandria flent quia Francia, nescia fraudis, / Continet haec tria: praemia, 
praedia, praelia laudis’; in Walther, ‘Scherz’, no. 10a from the fifteenth-century manuscript Rome Vat. 
Burgh 200 f. 23, which is more comprehensible: Anglia, Flandria flat (…) pretia laudis’.  (England, 
Flanders puff as France, without fraud, enjoys three things: privileges, land and the rewards of fame.)  
Bautiers, ‘Peuples, provinces’, 9.  
75 Chronica minora, ed. Mommsen, 390: ‘Grecus ante causam sapientem Francus in causa. Romanus et 
Judeus post causa. Tullius Marcus dixit.’   
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manuscript from Pommersfelden, this has changed into ‘the French are wise during the action, 

Flanders afterwards, Lombardy beforehand’.76  

We might thus conclude that the Latin students composing such verse took their material for the 

overview of ethnic groups and their character traits mainly from a tombola of proverbs and sayings, 

to be amplified or adapted to one’s will. We might examine, therefore, how the proverbial 

characterizations – embedded in an oral tradition – vary in the manuscripts, for there is every 

appearance that the texts were adapted in accordance with the ethnic proclivities of the scribe. 

This becomes abundantly clear from four manuscripts, the fourteenth-century Sterzinger 

Miscellaneen-Handschrift; the Berlin manuscript; a manuscript from the monastery of Lubiąz in 

Poland and that from Munich.77 Although the inconsistencies are great, these collections of sayings 

are clearly related. According to the Berlin manuscript, for instance, Swabia breaks its promises at 

sniff of a reward / It does not speak of disgrace, for it is noble and proud.’ The Sterzinger 

manuscript, however, reads ‘Swabia is proud, and, after devouring a reward, runs off. / It berates 

disgrace, as if it were of noble character.’ Finally, a fifteenth-century Breslauer manuscript notes that 

‘Swabia breaks its promises at a sniff of a reward, / It does not give indiscreetly as it is not a rich 

country.’78 According to all three sayings, Swabia does not keep its word – such an important trait in 

a world of fealty. Notable however, is the interpretation of its infidelity: according to the Sterzinger 

manuscript Swabia is hypocrite; the Berlin manuscript speaks of its noble and proud character, 

whereas the Breslauer mentions its frugality and poverty.  

Just how pivotal these collections are in the development of verse composition stereotyping 

peoples is evident from the priamel, which became especially popular in the fifteenth century. The 

priamel is an epigrammatic poetic form which consists of two parts: the ‘foil’ and the ‘climax’. In 

the foil, seemingly unconnected individual examples are listed one after another; the climax brings 

these together under a common, often moral, umbrella, expressing the subject of the verse. 

Numerous examples were eventually produced in Germany and Poland in the fifteenth century, 

listing the vices of nations: 

 

                                                      
76 Walther, Initia, no. 10306; quoted in Bautier, ‘Peuples, provinces’, 4. 
77 Cf. Walther, ‘Scherz’, 165. The possibly earliest version, from the thirteenth century, is printed by 
Thomas Haye, ‘Deutschland und die deutschen Lande im spiegel einer lateinischen Spruchsammlung’, in 
Beiträge zur Geschichte der deutschen Sprache und Literatur 131/2 (2009), 308-317, from the Vatican 
codex Borgh. 200. Cf. Sterzinger Miscellaneen-Handschrift f. 28a (fourteenth century) is printed in Ignaz 
V. Zingerle, Sitzungsberichte der Akademie der Wissenschaften Wien, Phil.-Hist. Klasse 54 (1867), 293-
340, here at 317-318; for the Berlin Lat. Fol. 49 manuscript: W. Wattenbach, ‘Aus einer 
Humanistenhandschrift’, in Archiv der Gesellschaft für ältere deutsche Geschichtskunde 8 (1843), 823; J. 
Werner, Beiträge zur Kunde der lateinischen Literatur des Mittelalters aus Handschriften (1905), 195, 
refers to MS. Zürich C. 101/467 (fifteenth century) (provenance Sankt Gallen 947, p. 89); W. 
Wattenbach, Monumenta Lubensia (Breslau 1861), 33-34; F. Mone, ‘Städte und Völkerspiegel’, in 
Anzeiger für Künde der Teutschen Vorzeit 7 (1838), 507-508, for Husemann’s Codex lat. Mon. 10751; R. 
Peiper, ‘Europäischer Völkerspiegel’, in Anzeiger für Kunde der deutschen Vorzeit 21 (1874), 102-106; 
see als Prague, Metropolitan Library 1641 f. 171v. of the fifteenth century. 
78 ‘Suevia promissa percepto munere frangit; / Vitat turpe loqui, quia nobilis atque superba.’  
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Piety in Italy, 

Truth in Hungary, 

Humility in Austria, 

Poverty in Venice, 

Beautiful women in Ethiopia, 

Devoutness in Bohemia, 

     Felicity in Poland – 

     All these things are worthless.79  

 

These listings are highly reminiscent of the enumerations in the proverbial collections; in fact in a 

fourteenth-century manuscript (Arundel MS 220 f. 303), there is a priamel which draws directly 

from the ‘Dit de l’Apostoile’ collection, ending with ‘the pride of the Templars, / the vanity of the 

Knights Hospitaller – all these things are worthless’.80  

 

Territories and peoples  

In this period, the topical inclusion of proverbial images was accompanied by a tightening relation 

between territory and ethnic groups in the rhetorical manuals. Handbooks of rhetoric explicitly bear 

testimony to the strengthening notion that ethnic groups are bound to a specific territory. The same 

development is already present in the visual depiction of the world in mappae mundi, for example in 

the Beatus map drawn circa 1065 in the abbey of Saint-Sever in southern France, where Gascony, 

Poitiers and now Aquitaine are visualized as separate entities.81 A greater awareness of geographical 

space was also translated into a greater awareness of the distinctive peoples inhabiting Western 

Europe.82  

The tight relationship between territory and inhabitants is expressed especially in explanations of 

the metonymic figure of speech known as the continens pro contento, wherein a word is substituted 

by another on the grounds of a close connection. In some manuals, this form of metonymy is 

explained with the example that a territory – ‘the container’ – was replete with an ethnic group – ‘the 

contained’. In a thirteenth-century rhetorical poem from the monastery of Clairmarais in Saint Omer, 

the relationship between the riches of Flanders and its inhabitants is thus underlined:  

 

                                                      
79 From Munich manuscript Codex Latin Monac 18910 f. 102, of the fifteenth century, originating from 
the monastery in Tegernsee; Walther, ‘Scherz’ no. 43: ‘Devocio in Italia / Veritas in Ungaria / Humilitas 
in Austria / Paupertas in Venecia / Formose mulieres in Ethiopia / Religiositas in Bohemia / Foelicitas in 
Polonia… Nichil valent per omnia.’Also printed in Kot, ‘Old International Insults’, 181-209, here at 203, 
who offers more examples. 
80 Printed in Leroux de Lincy, Le Livre des Proverbes, vol. 2, Appendix II, 471: ‘Orgoyl de templer, / 
Bobbaunt de ospitaler / Touz ceuz ne valunt un dener.’ Cf. the list of social groups and vices printed in 
Prompsault, Discours, 118. 
81 Baumgärtner, ‘Die Welt’, 540. For Beatus maps, see chapter 4. 
82 Cf. Englisch, Ordo Orbis Terrae, 336-364. 
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Here a container is used for the contained, in this manner:  

Flanders flowers with delights, France with teaching;  

Flanders stands for the Flemish, France for the French.83  

 

The, presumably Flemish, compiler has chosen proudly to highlight the renowned wealth of its 

inhabitants, reflected for example in the saying: ‘Flanders is very agreeable, garrulous, rich.’84 

Flanders, nominally a fief of the French kingdom, was a strong feudal principality which was 

seemingly considered a separate entity. Again the reference is topical: France – the lands north of the 

Loire – is famed as the new seat of learning, as a result of the translatio studii.85  

The same relationship between territory and inhabitants is set out even more clearly in one of the 

most popular of medieval treatises on the arts of poetry, the New Poetry by Geoffrey of Vinsauf 

(written circa 1208/1213). In his example, however, the container: the territory, standing for the 

contained: the ethnic group, is related to the group’s reputation:  

 

Use the container for the contained, aptly employing either a noun or an adjective. Apply the 

noun thus:  

Tippling England; weaving Flanders; boastful Normandy.  

Thus use the adjective:  

The noisy forum; the silent cloister; the doleful prison; the happy house; the quiet night; the busy 

day.  

Use such expressions as these:  

In the area of disease, Salerno cures the sick with healing power; in legal cases, Bologna arms the 

defenceless with laws; in the arts, Paris dispenses the bread with which she feeds the strong. 

Orleans educates infants in the cradle with the milk of authors.86  

 

                                                      
83 In Saint Omer MS. 115 f. 53B; Walther, ‘Scherz’ no. 52. Printed in Notices et extraits des manuscrits 
de la Bibliothèque Nationale 31 (1884), vol. 1 106, no. 40: ‘Hic ponitur continens pro contento, hoc 
modo: Flandria deliciis, doctrinis Gallia floret; / Flandria designat Flandrenses, Gallia Gallos.’ 
84 Walther, ‘Scherz’ no. 166B vs. 23 and no. 171 vs. 5; Bazel F. IV 4 f. 106 (fifteenth century) and 
Rome, Vat. Burgh. 200 f. 23 (fifteenth century):  ‘Flandria se nimium commendans, garrula, dives.’ 
85 See also Serge Lusignan, ‘L'Université de Paris comme composante de l'identité du royaume de 
France: étude sur le thème de la translatio studii’, in Rainer Babel and Jean-Marie Moeglin (eds), Identité 
régionale et conscience nationale en France et en Allemagne du Moyen Âge à l'époque moderne 
(Sigmaringen 1997),  59-72. 
86 Geoffrey of Vinsauf, The Poetria Nova and its Sources in Early Rhetorical Doctrine vs. 1006-1017, 
ed. and transl. Ernest Gallo (The Hague 1971), 67-69: ‘Rem vice contenti quae continet accipe, ponens / 
Verbum, vel fixum, vel mobile quodlibet, apte. / Insere sic fixum: Potatrix Angia; Textrix / Flandria; 
Jactatrix Normannia. Mobile nomen / Sic appone: Fora clamosa; Silentia claustra; / Luctisonus carcer; 
Domus exhilarate; Quieta / Nox; Operosa dies. Sumptis sic utere verbis: / In morbis sanat medica virtute 
Salernum / Aegros. In causis Bononia legibus armat / Nudos. Parisius dispensat in artibus illos / Panes 
unde cibat robustos. Aurelianis / Educat in cunis auctorum lacte tenellos.’  
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The container, for example tippling England, thus denotes the people within the territory, in this case 

drunken Englishmen. In another of Geoffrey of Vinsauf’s didactical works, the prose treatise 

Documentum de modo et arte dictandi et versificandi, into which he had recast his New Poetry, he 

again adorns his explanation of the continens pro contento with an array of ethnic stereotypes: ‘… 

one can say “keen England, blunt Germany, weaving Flanders, feminine France, boastful 

Normandy”, because of the keen Englishmen, the blunt Teutons, the Flemish weavers, the feminine 

French, and the Norman boasters.’87  

Again, in these examples, the images are tuned to the students’ own world, using widespread 

stereotypes. Again, a stronger awareness of ethnicity increasingly goes hand in hand with more 

positive autostereotypes, in other words with feelings of ethnic pride in one’s own group.88 Whereas 

in the earlier lists the emphasis lay on ruminating both the sins and virtues of the whole of humanity, 

in order to overcome sin, Geoffrey of Vinsauf chooses here to describe the English as intelligent 

instead of drunken, both common characterizations of the English in twelfth-century Latin literature. 

As nearly all of the twenty manuscripts of the Documentum are in England and it is probable that 

Geoffrey did most of his teaching there, in this case he perhaps chose to apply the more positive 

characteristic of intelligence in order to accommodate his English audience.89  

From these examples it is clear that twelfth-century manuals were focused on the world which 

the students inhabited. They offered lively examples of images which would have struck a chord in 

the student’s mind. This tradition stretched to vernacular sources, including troubadour literature 

associating towns and regions with products.90 The late twelfth-century poet Jean Bodel and the late 

thirteenth-century trouvère Rutebeuf thus both produced lively dits with lists of wares sold in towns, 

professions, products sold at markets, enumerating the world’s diversity and plenitude as a kind of 

                                                      
87 Geoffrey of Vinsauf, Les arts poétiques du XIIe et du XIIIe siècle: recherches et documents sur la 
technique littéraire du moyen âge, ed. Edmond Faral (reprint Paris 1962), 291. The translation is from 
Geoffrey of Vinsauf, Documentum de modo et arte dictandi et versificandi, tranls. Roger P. Parr 
(Milwaukee, 1968), 66-67. See also Bruce Harbert (ed.), A Thirteenth-Century Anthology of Rhetorical 
Poems: Glasgow ms Hunterian V.8.14 (Toronto 1975), poems 11-13, at 18-21, which follow Geoffrey of 
Vinsauf’s Documentum de modo et arte dictandi et versificandi in an early thirteenth-century manuscript 
containing rhetorical treatises and poems. These verses, in praise of King Henry II, and in reference to the 
rebellion against the king in 1173-1174, mention his adverseries and their characteristics: the knights of 
France, the weavers of Flanders, the spears of the Scots, but also the ragged Scots. 
88 As Stanzel, ‘Das Nationalitätenschema’, 85-86 also remarked about the late medieval ethnic 
catalogues.  
89 See An Early Commentary on the Poetria Nova of Geoffrey of Vinsauf, ed. Marjorie Curry Woods 
(New York and London, 1985), XV. Jeffrey F. Huntsman, ‘Grammar’, in David L. Wagner (ed.), The 
Seven Liberal Arts in the Middle ages (Bloomington, 1983), 75. Ernest Gallo, ‘The Poetria nova of 
Geoffrey of Vinsauf,’ in James J. Murphy (ed.), Medieval Eloquence. Studies in the Theory and Practice 
of Medieval Rhetoric (Berkeley, Los Angeles and London, 1978), 68. Likewise, in his Parisiana poetria, 
John of Garland explains metonymy as when ‘the instrument is put for the act or the wielder, or the 
material for the thing made of the material, or the inventor for the invention: May the Roman eagle 
conquer her, may France trample her with its bridles, may learned Greece wear her down with books’; see 
The Parisiana Poetria of John of Garland VI vs. 281-288, ed. and transl. Traugott Lawler, 126-127 Again, 
there is the notion that a territory and, in this case, its characteristic cultural assets: Rome’s power, 
France’s chivalry, Greece’s learning, are the essence, the stuff of these territories.     
90 L.M. Paterson, The World of the Troubadours (Cambridge 1993), 5. 
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repertoire of the world.91 Moreover, these catalogues of stereotypes served as an area of common 

ground where the Latin knowledge of the elite and the common knowledge of the vernacular entered 

into a dialogue. Indeed, besides literary stereotypes drawn from Latin sources accessible in first 

instance only to the literate, there is also an increasing application of vernacular proverbs in these 

poems. In fact, the rhetorical manuals actively stimulated the inclusion of such proverbs in order to 

create heightened levels of credibility. This development provides strong evidence that these ethnic 

stereotypes were not sterile images, devoid of any meaning for broader, illiterate audiences. It also 

underlines the role school texts played in increasing ethnic awareness and prejudice.  

 

The plenitude of diversity 

From the twelfth century, catalogues of ethnic groups also express wonderment at the diversity of 

God’s creation. The sense of marvel aroused a desire to capture and grasp mankind’s diversity, 

which in early modern times would be augmented with information about clothing, language, and 

customs.92 As Nicholas Howe has argued, the educational function of poetry goes against most 

modern poetic principles: poetry was didactic. As a result, even such dry material as Isidore’s 

encyclopaedic geography could be versified – which comes across today as deeply prosaic.93 This 

interpretation even stretches to the epic, in that it is a cultural phenomenon of a preliterate world 

where poetry as a didactic form displays the expanse of the universe, in its plenitude and diversity.94 

Despite the increasing tendency to extol the self, the end purpose of Latin verse remained moral, as 

indeed was the case in the earlier lists compiled in the monasteries. They continued to serve as 

ethical exercises to produce wisdom, to recognize sin, to emotionally experience what one was 

reading. In this light, the distinction between literary and didactic precepts was often blurred.95 In 

medieval times, reflections by the clergy on knowledge of the world thus remained, in their heart, 

morally didactic. For example, in the early thirteenth century, Diego García, chancellor of Castile, 

included an extensive catalogue of ethnic characteristics in the prologue to his devotional treatise 

Planeta. This he introduces with a geometric exposition on the creation of the world centred around 

the four elements, four periods of the year, four rivers of paradise, evangelists and so forth. Then he 

goes on to describe man as fabricated in the image of the macrocosm. After arguing that the ancients 

were in many ways ignorant of divinely revealed knowledge (Socrates was ignorant of many things 

                                                      
91 Idem, 17-35. 
92 Stanzel, ‘Nationalitätenschema’, 85. 
93 See the ‘Versus de Asia et de universi mundi rota’, ed. Franciscus Glorie, CCSL 175 (Turnhout 1965), 
441-454, for an early (seventh-century) example of versification of geography. The verse probably 
originates from Spain and is related to Isidorian and Beatus manuscripts. Cf. Dag Norberg, La poésie 
latine rythmique du haut moyen age (Stockholm 1954), chapter 6. 
94 Howe, Old English Catalogue Poems, 16-17. 
95 The huge collection of medieval Latin proverbs is accessible especially through Hans Walther, 
Lateinische Sprichwörter und Sentenzen des Mittelalters in alphabetischer Anordunung (5 vols, 
Göttingen 1963-1967) and Samuel Singer, Thesaurus proverbiorum medii aevi (13 vols, revised edition 
Berlin 1995-2002). For other medieval proverb collections and ethnic stereotypes see Walther, ‘Scherz’; 
Bautier, ‘Peuples, provinces’, 1-22. 
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about the devil which Origenes knew, Diego enters into unabashed flattery of the mighty archbishop 

Rodrigo Jiménez de Rada of Toledo, to whom his treatise is dedicated. His laudation, full of 

rhetorical flourish, is interlarded with lists, of the prophets, of ancient philosophers. According to 

Diego, the expanse of God’s creation was reflected in one man’s abundance of virtues – Rodrigo’s –, 

as the peoples inhabiting the earth display the virtues and vices of mankind:  

 

If we pass the four regions of the world to the famous provinces in a ship of comparison, it shall 

be abundantly clear that he surpasses, in the gift of his own virtues, not only as types of each kind 

but as kind of each type. For it is known that these are all strewn out in diverse manner over the 

five zones of the world. Some are to approve of, some to favour, some to reject, some to 

reproach, some to add to, some to destroy, some to instruct, some to shatter, some not only to 

retain but to conceal. He corrects and commends the Galicians in speech, those from Léon in 

eloquence, those from Campesinia at the table, the Castilians in battle, the Saracens in rigor, the 

Aragonese in constancy, the Catalans in joy, the Navarrese in leloa [meaning unclear], the 

Narbonese in miniatures. He improves or commends the Britons in musical instruments, the 

Provincials in rhythms, the men of Tours in verse, the Gascons in crossings, the Normans in 

friendships, the French in strenuousness, the English in aptness, the Germans in faith, the Poles in 

serenity.96  

 

Rodrigo – the epitome of moral virtue – for all to imitate – is described using commonplaces of 

peoples embellished with their attribute. This moral purpose was retained in later medieval 

catalogues. In the ninth century, Hrabanus Maurus had advocated that rhetoric should be employed 

to convert pagans to Christianity: the moral power of tropes was to serve ‘Christian invention’.97 In 

the fifteenth, the same precepts are still at work in the ethnic verse, jotted down on the cover of 

manuscript held in Nürnberg. The final line neatly sums up the same moral precept of rhetoric: 

 

The Englishman is treacherous, the French arrogant-minded, 

The Spaniard is a vain-talker, the German rough. 

                                                      
96 Diego Garcia, Planeta, ed. P. Manuel Alonso (Madrid 1943), 177-178: ‘Si autem per quatuor mundi 
climata ad famosas provincias per comparationis navigium transfretemus: patebit liquido quod in 
propriorum donis carismatum non solum genera singulorum set singula generum antecellit. Novit enim 
omnia que per quinque mundi zonas diversimode sunt repersa. Quedam novit ut probet quedam ut 
approbet, quedam ut recuset, quedam ut accuset, quedam novit ut astruat, quedam ut destruat, quedam ut 
instruat, quedam novit ut discutiat, quedam ut docet, quedam ut non solum teneat set occultet. Emendat 
vel commendat Gallecos in loquela, Legionenes in eloquencia, Campesinos in mensa, Castellanos in 
pugna, Sarranos in duricia, Aragonenses in constancia, Cathalanos in leticia, Navarros in leloa, Narbonses 
in miniatura. Emendat vel commendat Brictones in instrumentis, Provinciales in rithmis, Turonenses in 
metris, Vascones in traiectis, Normannos in amiciciis, Francos in strenuitate, Anglicos in calliditate, 
Alemannos in fidelitate, Polonos in serenitate.’ He goes on to mention the thieving Hungarians, ship-
faring Venetians, the power of the Romans, among others.  
97 Carruthers, Craft of Thought, 123-128. 
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The Lombard is superbly well-behaved, the Tuscan avaricious; 

Four are vile, who evilly seduce a people 

The heathen Muhammed misleads the pagans in their faith, 

The Talmudic prophet the Jews, Wycliffe the English, and Hus the Bohemians; 

He who preaches actively, gives to the poor, is made a martyr,  

The contemplator prays, reads, and as mediator, teaches deeds in writing.98 

 

The audience is encouraged to pray and read instead of succumbing to the poisonous guile of 

Muhammad or Wycliff – to embrace Catholic belief instead of heresy. In later, more extensive 

catalogues, the theme of the vices of ethnic groups was also continued and augmented with the 

damnation of social groups such as monks, clerics, kings and noblemen.99 An expanded catalogue 

‘Of the Cause of the Destruction of Various Nations and Diverse Orders’ contains an amalgamation 

of vices from the earlier catalogues. Its crux, ‘the destruction of all’, points to a continuous tradition 

of listing vices in order to position nations and, in this case, social groups, within the concept of ruin 

as a result of sin and immorality. As said, these catalogues would also, from the fourteenth century, 

develop into the genre of the priamel, listing the virtues of peoples or social groups and satirically 

concluding their worthlessness.100 They would also continue to be amassed in collections – 

sobriquets de peuples, blasons populaires – for literary purposes, reflecting curiosity about the 

diverse character traits, customs, clothing, eating and drinking habits, religion, and languages of 

humanity.101 Once admitted to these collections, however, their original social context faded out, 

becoming proverbial stereotypes and taking on an affective meaning.102 Still, these collections of 

stereotypes retained many of the characterizations of the medieval lists; they are found in Scaliger’s 

Poetices libri septem, or in Ianus Parrhasius commentary (1531) on Horace’s Ars Poetica.103  

                                                      
98 Nürnberg, Stadtbibliothek Cent. I, 97 Vorderspiegel; Walther, Carmina no. 13999: ‘Anglicus infidus 
est, Gallicus mente superbus, / Iber vaniloquis factis, Alemannus acerbus / Gestu sublimis Lombardus, 
Tuscus avarus; / Bis duo sunt nequam, qui seducunt male gentem / Machmet prophanus decepit fide 
paganos / Thalmet propheta judeos, Wycleph anglos Hüsque bohemos; / Predicat activus, dat egenis, 
martirisatur / contemplativus orat, legit et mediator / Littera gesta docet.’  
99 In the twelfth century, Gerald of Wales clearly relates the vices of the Welsh to their fate at the hands 
of God and his wrath, saying that ‘it will never be totally destroyed by the wrath of man, unless at the 
same time it is punished by the wrath of God’. Cf. Descriptio Kambriae II 10, ed. Dimock, vol. 6, 227, 
transl. Thorpe, 274. 
100 Cf. Kot, ‘Old International Insults’, 203-205 for examples. 
101 Idem, 181. 
102 Blaicher, ‘Zur Entstehung und Verbreiting nationaler Stereotypen’, especially 565 and 573-574. 
103 The Lacedaemoni are grave, desirous are the Thebans, sacrificing many things for their own, fat are 
the Boethians, and finally, the Scythians are cruel. Italians, shining brightly with regal nobility, arrogant 
French, stupid, fickle Greeks, cunning Africans, avaricious Syrians, sharp Sicilians, wanton Asians, fixed 
on pleasure, the Spanish, preposterous in their elated proud boasting; the Cretans are liars, stomachs are 
fat, the Phrygians are cowardly, half men, the Jews persist in their obstinate hearts. Q. Horatii Flacii 
Omnia Poemata Cum Interpretibus Acrone, Porphyrione, Iano Parrhasio (Venice, 1562). Printed in 
Wolfgang Zach, ‘Das Stereotyp als literarische Norm: Zum dominanten Denkmodell des Klassizismus‘ in 
Günther Blaicher (ed.), Erstarrtes Denken, 97-113, here at 100: ‘Lacadaemonii severi, TheBartholomaeus 
Anglicusni cupidi, et suis multa condonantes, Boetii crassi, denique Scythe soli crudeles. Itali regali 
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 Thankfully, it was not all lamentation of the world’s vice. The world’s peoples could piece 

together a thing of beauty, in the idealized form of a woman. In Heinrich Bebel’s collection of 

proverbs (1508) a jigsaw puzzle of beauty is thus laid out: ‘That woman is endowed with all the gifts 

of nature, who has: a head from Prague, breasts from Austria, a stomach from France, a back from 

Brabant, from Cologne white legs and hands, feet from the Rhine, private parts from Bavaria and 

buttocks from Swabia. And she will be so perfectly shaped as there is a variety of gifts of nature in 

various places and regions.’104 The form is prescribed by Geoffrey of Vinsauf,105 and the puzzle is 

possibly a Latin adaptation of a popular German verse, included in the fourteenth-century Sterzinger 

Miscalleneen-Handschrift mentioned above, which is rendered here in the vernacular:   

 

Von Prag ein hawpt aus Pahemlant, 

Von Frankreich ein prust daran gesant, 

Von Brabant zwai hendlin clar, 

Die nemen newr der seiden war, 

Zwai prüstlin von Karnden her, 

Die sind wechß recht als ein sper, 

Und ein pawch von Osterreich, 

Der ist eben und geleich, 

Ein mündlin rot aus Preussen gewachsen, 

Zwei augen clar dort her von Sachsen, 

Von Meissen zwai armlein planck, 

Von Swaben ein hubs[ch]er minnesanck, 

Ein weissen chel von Duringen, 

Ein gutes hertz von Sibenpurgen, 

Zu Florenz einen wehen tritt, 

Die ander Etsch haben hubs[ch]en sitt, 

Und ein ars von Polan, 

Von Pairn ein gute fut daran, 
                                                                                                                                                            
nobilitate praefulgidi, Galli superbi, stolidi, leves Graeci. Afri subdoles, avari Syri, acuti Syculi, luxioriosi 
Asiani, et voluptatibus occupati, Hispani elato iactantie animosi praeposteri, Cretenses mendaces, ventres 
pigri, Phyrges timidi, semi-viri, Iudei cordis pervicacia obdurantes…’ 
104 In Heinrich Bebel, Proverbia Germanica, 151. Printed in Samuel Singer (ed.), Thesaurus 
proverbiorum medii aevi: Lexikon der Sprichwörter des romanisch-germanischen Mittelalters (13 vols, 
revised edition, Berlin 1995-2002)., vol. 10, 230-231: ‘Ea mulier omnibus dotibus naturae et formae 
praedita est, quae habeat caput ex Praga, ubera ex Austria, ventrem a Gallia, dorsum ex Brabantia, ex 
Colonia Agrippina alba crura et manus, pedes a Rheno, pudibunda ex Bavaria et nates ex Suevia; et sic 
perfecte formosa erit, quod variae sint dotes naturae variis locis et regionibus.’ Singer offers more 
variations. 
105 Cf. Geoffrey of Vinsauf, Poetria nova vs. 1780-1781 and 1812-1814, ed. Gallo, 110-113: ‘Es Cato 
mente / Tullius ore, Paris facie, Pirrusque vigore’ or ‘Sapit ut Cato, dicit / Ut Cicero, viget ut Pirrus, nitet 
ut Paris, auget / ut Campaneus, amat ut Theseus, modulator ut Orpheus.’. Quoted by Kelly, The Arts of 
Poetry and Prose, 81. 
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Zwen fuoß von Koln am Rein, 

Das möcht ein schone fraw gesein.106 

 

Lacking in the twelfth-century rhetorical manuals, however, is an explanation for the diversity of 

peoples. For this to come about, the newly rediscovered climate theory had yet to be formally 

incorporated into the art of rhetoric. This we find expounded in Scaliger’s sixteenth-century Poetices 

libri septem. Here the author proclaims the diversity of peoples as a deliberate act of God. Looking 

up at the heavens, Scaliger says, we are amazed at the seemingly rash dispersion of stars, for things 

have their relative place and size, following an order, whether created by nature or art. Likewise, 

God, not wanting every living being to be the same, created genera and species. Even within these 

species, God created differences amongst individuals – following Aristotelian theory – by infusing 

substance with accidents. To this end, he created different regions, so that the people – under the 

influence of climate – would differ. Nonetheless, as Scaliger himself instructs, the descriptions of 

these too should be based on vulgar information: ‘The character of nations and populations should, I 

believe, be drawn from both histories and proverbs, and from popular speech.’107 Scaliger might thus 

be placed in a tradition with earlier roots, in the twelfth century. 

                                                      
106 Printed in Zingerle, ‘Berichte über die Sterzinger Miscellaneen-Handschrift’, 321.  
107 Iulius Caesar Scaliger, Poetices libri septem: Sieben Bücher über die Dichtkunst, ed. and German 
transl. Luc Deitz (Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt 1994), III 16, on pages 226-231, here at 228: ‘Gentium itaque 
ac populorum ingenia tum ex historiis, tum ex proverbiis atque ex ore vulgi excipienda censeo.’  
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6 

Ethnic Invective and Ridicule 
 

 

At the new international educational centres in Western Europe, populated by clerics from broader 

layers of society than merely the highest elite, ethnic stereotyping and ridicule were epidemic. 

Students practicing verse composition wrote derisory epigrams such as ‘French learning, English 

thirst, Breton stupidity, and Norman boasting all increase with increasing years’.1 At the emerging 

university of Paris, clerics from all over Europe entered into ethnic slanging matches, assailing 

members of other ethnic groups and, as Jacques de Vitry (circa 1170-1240) tells us, rudely hurling a 

multitude of insults and sneers at one another.2 According to this bishop, mutual envy, conflict and 

disparagement led to both verbal clashes and physical violence, with students shouting things like 

‘drunk’ and ‘tail-bearer’ at the English, calling the French arrogant, weak, effeminate, the Normans 

vain and boastful, the Romans violent and greedy, the Brabanders rapists and the Flemish rich, 

gluttonous and soft as butter.3  

                                                      
1 This is a typical Francophone gloss of the period, found in a manuscript containing Évrard of Béthune’s 
grammar textbook, the Graecismus. Here, for the French read: the inhabitants of the environs of Île de 
France. The manuscript is of the thirteenth century, Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale MS. 18522 f. 149 col. 
2. Printed in Hauréau, Notices et extraits (1893), vol. 6, here at 124: ‘Francis scire, sitis Anglis, nescire 
Britannis, / Fastus Normannis crescit crescentibus annis.’ In the same manuscript (Hauréau, Notices et 
Extraits, vol. 6 117) the verse ‘Anglia, Flandria flent quia Francia, nescia fraudis, / Continet haec tria: 
praemia, praedia, praelia laudis’; in Walther, ‘Scherz’, no. 10a from the thirteenth-century manuscript 
Rome Vat. Burgh 200 f. 23, which is more comprehensible: Anglia, Flandria flat (…) pretia laudis’.  
(England, Flanders puff as France, without fraud, enjoys three things: privileges, land and the rewards of 
fame.)  Bautiers, ‘Peuples, provinces’, 9. Cf. Walther, Initia no. 6840; Walther, ‘Scherz’, no. 59; also in 
Bern MS 211 f. 136 of the fifteenth century. See for another Francophone gloss to Évrard of Béthune’s 
Graecismus, in a thirteenth-century manuscript, BN Paris Latin 15133: ‘Armis, militia, rebus, probitate, 
Sophia / Francia munitur, nec eidem par reperitur.’ (With weapons, warfare, goods, probity, wisdom 
France is fortified, its equal will never be met.) In Hauréau, Notices et Extraits, vol. 4, 281; Walther, 
‘Scherz’, no. 17. 
2 Jacques de Vitry, The Historia Occidentalis of Jacques de Vitry: A Critical Edition, ed. Hinnebusch, 92.  
3 The full quotion in Jacques de Vitry, The Historia Occidentalis of Jacques de Vitry: A Critical Edition, 
ed. Hinnebusch, 92: ‘…anglicos potatores et caudatos affirmantes, francigenas superbos, molles et 
muliebriter compositos asserentes, tuetonicos furibundos et in conviviis suis obscenos dicebant, normanos 
autem inanes et gloriosis, pictavos proditores et fortune amicos. Hos autem qui de Burgundia errant 
brutos et stultos reputabant. Britones autem, leves et vagos iudicantes, Arturi mortem frequenter eis 
obiciebant. Lombardos avaros, malitiosos et imbelles; romanos seditiosos, violentos et manus rodentes; 
siculos tyrannos et crudeles; brabantios viros sanguinum, incendiarios, rutarios et raptores; flandrenses 
superfluos, prodigos, comessationibus deditos, et more butyri molles et remissos, appellabant. Et propter 
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Jacques de Vitry decried ethnic stereotyping as seditious student behaviour, alongside gambling 

and prostitution. His denunciation of ethnic slander and violence was however quite exceptional.4 

For the most part, ethnic stereotyping was actively encouraged in the textbooks of poetry and letter 

composition on the curriculum of the schools and universities.5 In concurrence, the clerics seem to 

experience a vicious pleasure in attacking the ethnic other in satire and invective. The recipe they 

followed was to ridicule the other as morally inferior, thus laying claim to their own moral and 

cultural superiority. Such diatribes seem to induce little moral self-introspection; these are not tools 

of meditation but outward attacks, directed at the ethnic other, predominantly targeting the vice, 

malum, rather than the virtue, bonum. However, as Lawrence Levine has demonstrated in his 

analysis of ritualized insults in black American culture (the Dozens), we must be careful not to 

dismiss these insults merely as aggressive attacks. Ritualized insults – permitting aggression within a 

structured setting – might also deflect aggression, freeing group members of feelings of tension, 

creating order through disciplined play, creating a community of laughter.6 Verbal aggressive acts of 

aggression, within a disciplined structure, might even created intimacy, as community members are 

allowed to express distress without being penalized.  

The recorded outburst of ethnic ridicule and invective in this period can be related to educational, 

literary and socio-cultural and political factors. Chapter 5 discussed how rhetorical manuals 

purposely prescribed using widespread ethnic images in order to strike a chord in the audience’s 

mind. In this chapter, ethnic ridicule is discussed in relation to the genres of satire and invective, its 

purpose and employment in the international milieu of universities and courts, from a socio-cultural 

perspective. Partly, we can classify ethnic invective as a literary clerical exercise, influenced by the 

                                                                                                                                                            
huiusmodi convitia, de verbis frequenter ad verbera procedebant.’ (‘…the English were drunks and tail-
bearers, the French arrogant, weak and effeminate, the Germans were furious, and had disgusting 
manners, the Normans vain and boastful, the Poitevins traitors and adventurers. The Burgundians were 
reputed to be vulgar and stupid. They reproached the Bretons for being frivolous and fickle, often teasing 
them about Arthur’s death. They called the Lombards greedy, malicious and cowardly; the Romans 
seditious, violent and avaricious; the Sicilians tyrannical and cruel; the Brabanders bloodthirsty, arsonists, 
brigands and rapists; the Flemish self-indulgent, rich, gluttonous, and weak and soft as butter.’) For the 
accusation of usury among the Lombards, see also Walther of Châtillon’s Alexandreis VII 413 (see 
chapter 5); Rutebeuf’s ‘La Bataille des VII Ars’ (late thirteenth century), printed in Oeuvres complètes de 
Rutebeuf, trouvère du XIIIe siècle, ed. Achille Jubinal, 3 volumes (Paris 1874-1875) vol. 3, 330-331, note 
3; for their comparison to snails, see the poem printed by F.W. Lenz (ed.), Das Pseudo-Ovidische Gedicht 
De Lombardo et Lumaca (Rocca San Casciano: S.I., 1957). For their role as merchant-bankers, see 
Winfried Reichert, ‘Lombarden als “merchant-bankers” im England des 13. und beginnenden 14. 
Jahrhunderts’, in Dietrich Ebeling, Volker Henn, Rudolf Holbach, Winfried Reichert, Wolfgang Schmid 
(eds), Landesgeschichte als multidisziplinäre Wissenschaft: Festgabe für Franz Irsigler zum 60. 
Geburtstag (Trier 2001), 77-134. 
4 Perhaps his concern about ethnic stereotyping was a subject of discussion within the theological school 
of Peter the Chanter, to whom Raoul Ardent and Gerald of Wales also belonged.See chapter 1 for Raoul 
Ardent’s sermon. For the group around Peter the Chanter, see John W. Baldwin, Masters, Princes and 
Merchants: The Social Views of Peter the Chanter & His Circle, 2 volumes (Princeton 1970). 
5 See chapter 5. 
6 Lawrence W. Levine, Black Culture and Black Consciousness: Afro-American Folk Thought from 
Slavery to Freedom (New York 1977), 320-321, 344-358. With thanks to George Blaustein for this 
reference. 
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reading of classical satirists in education, condemning the moral weaknesses in order to reveal 

hypocrisy and incite reform. Anti-Roman satire arising from the Gregorian Reform movement sheds 

some light on the purpose of ethnic satire and invective within the Church. In addition, however, we 

might view such ethnic attacks as acts of aggression triggered by strong emotions evoked in relation 

to ethnic identity. Emotions could stem from perceived threats to ethnic identity, such as verbal 

insults or physical violence, or from feelings of ethnic superiority or pride. Also, within a social 

context wherein many ethnicities convened, slanderous jokes might also have helped to forge 

alliances as an act of disciplined aggression, within an ordered structure, creating intimacy. In this 

chapter, I discuss attacks on the etymology of ethnic names alongside specific ridicule of the English 

as tail-bearers, half bestial creatures purportedly stripped of their full humanness as a result of their 

reluctance to accept Christianity. Specifically, this chapter discusses how university milieus were 

‘multipliers of national prejudice’ by examining Bolognese rhetorician and university master 

Boncompagno da Signa’s use of catalogues of invective as a theatrical tool performed before an 

international student audience.7 Employing ethnic stereotypes in group lectures possibly 

strengthened notions of identity and animosity among students from various backgrounds; however, 

the ethnic ridicule, prompting laughter and jeers, perhaps also alleviated socio-cultural tensions 

within the international communities.  

How could ethnic derision have strengthened ethnic sentiment in these communities? Many of 

the ethnic ‘jokes’ in this chapter can be viewed as expressions of blatant ethnic sentiment. They 

attest to the fact that the clerics studying in international centres such as Paris or Bologna were 

strongly aware of their ethnic identity. This led to the usual derogatory remarks regarding the other 

on the fringes of Europe, but also to diatribes against those living in the heartland of Europe. Jacques 

de Vitry’s report of ethnic assaults thus makes clear that the French, although often proclaiming their 

own superiority, were termed effeminate and arrogant by others. However, such attacks might 

strengthen instead of crush the identity of the ethnic other. This has to do with the relational aspect 

of identity, and its relation to denigrating humour, which is discussed below.  

 

Categories of ridicule and invective  

In order to understand the effects of ethnic invective (humourless attacks, or verbal violence) and 

satire (ridicule with a moral purpose) on identity it is useful to first discuss briefly the socio-

psychological function of ridicule and humour. As Nicolino Applauso has argued in his study of the 

use of invective among poets in late medieval Italian city-states, humour and invective can be 

aggressive ethical tools which should be taken seriously in historical research.8 This applies 

                                                      
7 Schmugge, ‘Über “nationale” Vorurteile’, 454: ‘Die Hohen Schulen – und später die Universitäten – 
scheinen gerade wegen ihrer internationalen Besetzung zugleich Brutstätte und Multiplikator nationaler 
Vorurteile gewesen zu sein.’ 
8 Nicolino Applauso, Curses and Laughter: The Ethnics of Political Invective in the Comic Poetry of 
High and Late Medieval Literature (unpublished diss. University of Oregon 2010), 4. 



198 

 

especially to this period as there was a ‘prominence and pervasiveness of invective in medieval 

society and culture because both developed and centralized the connection between vituperation and 

humour on both rhetorical and ethical terms’.9 In this view, it is necessary to understand the relation 

between humour and obloquy. As Walter Ong has argued, this agonistic struggle in an arena, using 

riddles and proverbs, was typical of oral societies lacking distance as knowledge was ‘embedded in 

the human lifeworld’.10  

In discussions of the factors causing and functions of humour, a threefold division can be applied. 

First, humour can play with perceptions of reality, postulating an incongruent perspective. Secondly, 

humour can be employed as an internal coping mechanism, explained by Freud using the ‘principle 

of economy’: jokes bring relief as a form of disguised aggression while expending less inhibiting 

energy, by freeing oneself of inhibiting feelings.11 Thirdly, and relevant here, is the disparagement 

theory of humour, which feeds on perceptions of human behaviour which are interpreted morally. 

Disparaging humour denounces the other as morally inferior in an act of aggression, at the same time 

claiming one’s own moral superiority. Ridicule and humour can serve as a tool to cast blame and 

pinpoint human faults in order to correct social behaviour.12 It often functions as an expression of 

moral self-conceit in relation to the other. However, as said above, it might also create order, as a 

form of play, as disciplined verbal acts of aggression.13 Moreover, we can add that humour and 

ridicule might also evoke relief when a shameful act of behaviour is admonished in the other, or 

empathy for the other. Humour, leading to laughter, might create a shared experience, as Henri 

Bergson argued.14 

Disparaging humour is frequently employed in ethnic relations. This has to do with the 

circumstance that ethnic identities are, in social-anthropological terms, viewed as ‘relational’. This 

relational aspect of identity and the role of humour therein will be discussed further, in order to 

understand how disparaging ethnic attacks forged identities.  

 

Relational aspects of identity and humour 

In Ethnicity and Nationalism, anthropologist Thomas Hylland Eriksen explains that ethnic identity – 

the notion of having self-perceived boundaries such as a shared culture, common descent, a past 
                                                      
9 Idem, 40. 
10 Ong, Orality and Literacy, 43-45. 
11 Levine, Black Culture, 320-321, referring to Sigmund Freud’s Jokes and the Relation to the 
Unconscious (New York 1963). 
12 Applauso, Curses and Laughter, 1-11. Jean-Claude Schmitt discusses the normative aspects of 
invective, which might either be condemned by authorities (i.e. bans on slanderous comments) or 
conversely employed by the same to exert authority in for example excommunications. The power of 
invective and its limitations is thus situational. His article focuses on the rituals of invective images. See 
Jean-Claude Schmitt, ‘Les images de l’invective’, in É. Beaumatin and M. Garcia, L’invective au Moyen 
Âge: France, Espagne, Italie: actes du Colloque L'invective au Moyen Âge, Paris, 4-6 février 1993 (Paris 
1994), 11-20, here at 11-14. 
13 Cf. Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens: A Study in the Play-Element in Culture (Boston 1955), 10, 65; 
Levine, Black Culture, 348. 
14 Henri Bergson, Laughter: An Essay on the Meaning of the Comic (London 1935), 3-8. 

http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=1/TTL=1/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=actes
http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=1/TTL=1/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=Colloque
http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=1/TTL=1/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=L'invective
http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=1/TTL=1/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=au
http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=1/TTL=1/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=Moyen
http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=1/TTL=1/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=A%CC%82ge,
http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=1/TTL=1/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=Paris,
http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=1/TTL=1/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=4-6
http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=1/TTL=1/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=fe%CC%81vrier
http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=1/TTL=1/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=1993
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history, and a link with a homeland – is often developed by contrasting the ethnic other to one’s own 

group. According to Eriksen, ethnic groups or categories ‘are in a sense created through that very 

contact. Group identities must always be defined in relation to that which they are not – in other 

words, in relation to non-members of the group’.15 This defining of ethnicity is marked by the 

application of ‘systematic distinctions between insiders and outsiders; between Us and Them’.16 

This application of distinctions might result in ethnic stereotyping, which can be defined as ‘the 

creation and consistent application of standardised notions of the cultural distinctiveness of a 

group’.17 Othering, by applying standardized notions of the distinctiveness of the other, often results 

in taking an elevated position towards the other. By extolling the virtues of one’s own group, and 

denouncing the vices of others, members of an ethnic group subsequently justify their belief in 

belonging to group X instead of Y, and thus develop standard ways of behaviour towards one 

another.18  

This belief in belonging to an ethnic group can evince the notion of shared socio-cultural values. 

As is often the case, an ethnic group will view its own culture and morals as the norm. In contacts 

with the ethnic other, the cultural distinctiveness of a group might thus be expressed in moral terms. 

It is here that denigrating humour steps in.  

Scholars such as Henri Bergson have emphasized that laughter, a somatic reaction to humour, 

might help create communities, exclude and include, and evoke feelings of animosity, sympathy or 

understanding.19 As Jacques le Goff has stressed, it is indeed a social phenomenon and instrument of 

power, where at least two people are needed.20 As such, disparaging humour as an aggressive ethical 

act can thus strengthen feelings of moral and cultural superiority of one’s own ethnic group (or the 

feeling of being in control), forging group awareness and loyalty and offering comfort. The fact that 

ethnic jokes are made at the expense of others, might evoke relief that one does not belong to the 

group under attack. Moreover, the ring of laughter – the shared somatic experience of laughing 

together, out loud – creates sharp distinctions dividing group members into us and them. However, 

at the same time, as Nicolino Applauso has argued, laughter induced by ethnic jokes can also serve 

to alleviate tensions within a community – and might have also evoked feelings of empathy for the 

group under attack. By publicly naming and shaming the ethnic vices of all those present, each and 

                                                      
15 Thomas Hylland Eriksen, Ethnicity and Nationalism, 10. Eriksen’s approach to ethnicity is socio-
anthropological, stressing the relational aspects of ethnicity and the role that boundary maintenance plays 
in forging ethnic identity, a theory which was set out by Fredrick Barth and who Eriksen discusses in 
detail. Eriksen does not apply the theory of boundary maintenance within a historical framework. 
Nevertheless, it is my view that the application of the theory of boundary maintenance and its influence 
on ethnic identity is not limited to a specific historical period or place.  
16 Idem, 19. 
17 Idem, 23-24. 
18 Idem, 25. 
19 Albrecht Classen, ‘Laughter in the Middle Ages’, 3. For Bergson, see above note 14. 
20 Le Goff, ‘Laughter in the Middle Ages’, in Jan N. Bremmer and Herman W. Roodenburg (eds), A 
Cultural History of Humour: From Antiquity to the Present Day (Cambridge 1997), 40-53, here at 40. 
points to King Henry II of England as rex facetus, who uses laughter as a tool of power.  
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everybody’s shortcomings might be laid bare. In this sense, humour can also create larger inclusive 

communities in exciting disciplined acts of aggression. As such, in many cultures humour and 

invective have served as tools in poetry performed orally within a social environment. Strengthening 

awareness, forming ties, humour and invective played a role in including and excluding individuals 

within social and ethnic groups.  

The international milieu of clerics creating ethnic invective thus actively forged and at the same 

time underwent processes of identity formation. The development of the universities from the early 

twelfth century was pivotal herein, as these new centres of learning were international hubs where 

young men from various ethnic backgrounds lived together, sometimes in houses founded for 

specific ethnic groups, and organized themselves in guilds along ethnic lines (known as nations), 

with their own festivals.21 In the twelfth century, their literary output included many examples of 

such ethnic ridicule in verse and prose composition as a result of the close ties between verse, the art 

of rhetoric, and invective in social relations as aggressive tools of persuasion and social ethical 

control, as humour might enforce conformity. In this light, it is necessary here to differentiate 

between oral invective recorded by others, such as Jacques de Vitry’s passage on stereotyping – 

which records stereotyping in a non-literary context – and intentionally constructed invective and 

satire such as in poetry, prose and rhetorical manuals.  

 

Denigrating humour, rhetoric and social relations 

In many societies, poetry is composed in order to be performed orally instead of being read silently 

in solitude. As such, the power of poetry and rhetoric moves far beyond the purely aesthetic. It can 

serve political, social and ethical functions. Indeed, invective and panegyric, alongside hymns, are 

considered the earliest forms of poetry, which, performed orally, could be used to control social 

relations. In practice, invective could thus, for example, be employed in public spaces in order to 

crush someone’s reputation and remove him from society.22  

The social power of poetry in antiquity and the Middle Ages becomes evident in light of its 

relationship to the judicial. Both compilers of ancient and medieval poetry and court rhetoric 

occupied themselves with the art of persuasion. In order to persuade, both needed to employ 

powerful images touching the strings of the audience’s mind. To that end, both the poet and the 

lawyer could turn to humour, wit, and mockery in order to amuse, but also to discredit for example 

                                                      
21 See Stephen C. Ferruolo, The Origins of the University: The Schools of Paris and their Critics 1100-
1215 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1985); Walter Rüegg and Hilde de Ridder-Symoens (eds), A 
History of the University in Europe (4 volumes, Cambridge 1992), vol. 1; Gordon Leff, Paris and Oxford 
Universities in the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Centuries: An Insitutional and Intellectual History (New 
York 1968). The organization of the nations is treated extensively in Pearl Kibre, The Nations in the 
Medieval Universities (Cambridge, Mass. 1948). For the English nation, see: Gray Cowan Boyce, The 
English-German Nation in the University of Paris During the Middle Ages (Bruges 1927). 
22 Applauso, Curses and Laughter, 95-96. 
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court opponents.23 This very relation between forensics, literature and invective is evident from the 

many corresponding rules laid down in manuals of oratory and poetry on the employment of 

invective. As Nicolino Applauso has discussed, the ‘oratio invectiva’ was actively employed and 

taught in books of rhetoric and grammar. Students were instructed to use ridicule in the disputatio, 

diplomats in their letter writing.24 For example the Roman Ad Herennium for oratory teaches to 

target external (place of birth, education), physical and mental characteristics. In the latter parts of 

the twelfth century, especially manuals of ars dictaminis and ars praedicandi also contain distinct 

precepts to use invective.25 In the arts of poetry, both Matthew of Vendôme and Geoffrey of Vinsauf 

distinguish between praise and vituperation as ethical tools of invention; the latter prescribes to 

balance ridicule and blame, to lend serious matters a lighter touch.26  

Invective also developed in the sirventes, political debate poems.27 One specific genre was the 

medieval debate poem, which arose from two classical traditions: the forensic and the eclogue. 

Battle verse stemming from the forensic tradition, including ethnic debate verse, was usually 

arranged in two blocks, each party making his case after which in some case ‘judges’ adjudicate. 

Debate verse in the eclogue tradition on the other hand contains alternate short verses; this was 

modelled on the singing competitions of herdsman in Virgil. From the Carolingian era and especially 

in the twelfth century, countless debate verse were written between, for example, wine and beer, 

water and wine, summer and winter, the soul and the body, but also between ethnic groups.28  

In this light, the question arises whether the ethnic debate verses and epigrams were performed 

before an audience.29 Boncompagno da Signa’s catalogues of invective, composed for the purpose of 

teaching rhetoric, were almost certainly read out or ‘performed’ live. We can glean how ethnic verse 

was chanted out loud, appealing to sentiments of self-pride and belonging, from an educational 

treatise on rhetoric composed by Marbod of Rennes (c. 1035-1123), De ornamentis verborum. 

Marbod taught at the cathedral school of Angers. In his discussion of the ‘complexio’ (which Évrard 

of Béthune later copied into his school grammar, the Graecismus), Marbod extols the superiority of 

the Angevins three times in succession. The complexio, a repetition of both initial and final words in 

successive clauses, seems deliberately tailored to feelings of self-pride, control, and belonging 

among the pupils. It is easy to imagine how the teacher posed each clause in the form of a question, 

whereupon the students chanted the answer as in a military drill: 

 

Who fights with courage? The Angevins. 

                                                      
23 Idem, 29-32. 
24 Idem, 18.  
25 Idem, 37. 
26 Idem, 40, 116. 
27 Idem, 38. 
28 Peter Stotz, Beobachtungen zu lateinischen Streitgedichten des Mittelalters: Themen - Strukturen - 
Funktionen (Zurich 2001), 2-7. 
29 Hans Walther believed the debate poems were improvised exercises, sometimes written down 
afterwards. 
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Who vanquishes his enemies? The Angevins. 

Who spares the vanquished? The Angevins. 

Malice thus does not touch the excellent Angevins.30     

 

Below, more detailed examples of such oral performance of ethnic invective will come to light. First, 

however, the question arises whether these invectives served a moral means to correct group 

behaviour. Should they be viewed as blatant expressions of ethnic sentiment? What was the nature 

and context of these attacks? The sources under review include satirical epigrams, parodies, debate 

verse, composed from the end of the eleventh century. In this discussion, we must differentiate 

between the earliest examples arising in the context of anti-Roman sentiments in the wake of the 

Gregorian reform movement, and twelfth- and thirteenth-century sources containing references to 

ethnic flytings.     

 

Anti-Roman satire and invective 

The core business of medieval literature was to blame, it was steeped in questions of morality.31 

Twelfth-century Latin criticism might be levelled at a life of corruption among the clergy and 

hypocrisy in the cloister, of avarice and simony within the Church, although all classes, from kings 

to peasants, could be at the butt end of its ridicule.32 Satirical literature included parodies such as the 

Tractatus Garsiae, parodic drinkers’ masses, gamblers’ masses, jibes, gabs, witticisms, risus 

paschalis (joking at Easter). Late medieval ‘passions’ of ethnic groups included those of the Scots, 

the French after the Battle of Courtrai, and the Jews of Prague.33  

Satire’s ultimate purpose was moral, to reprehend vice and encourage virtue. In this sense, it was 

‘constructive’ criticism.34 Invective, use of ridicule and acts of aggression as such were not 

incongruent with religious ethics; they were moral tools employed by men of the Church, and not 

specific manifestations of folk culture. Martha Bayless has argued extensively that religious parody, 

for example, was composed by and for the clergy, not for a lay audience.35 Satirical texts were 

                                                      
30 Marbod of Rennes, ‘De ornamentis verborum’, in Opera omnia, ed. J.J. Bourassé (Paris 1854), 1688: 
‘Qui sunt qui pugnant audaciter? Andegavenses. / Qui sunt qui superant inimicos? Andegavenses. / Qui 
sunt qui parcunt superatis? Andegavenses. / Egregios igitur livor neget Andegavenses.’ See also Évrard of 
Béthune, Graecismus, ed. Wrobel, III vs. 10, who repeats the lines. Cf. Bautier, ‘Peuples, provinces’, 13. 
31 Vincent Gillespie, ‘The Study of Classical Authors from the Twelfth Century to c. 1450’, in Alistair 
Minnis and Ian Johnson (eds), The Cambridge History of Literary Criticism, 225-226.  
32 For an overview of forms of satire in the twelfth century, see Ronald E. Pepin, Literature of Satire in 
the Twelfth Century: A Neglected Medieval Genre (New York 1988), 1-29; Rodney M. Thomson, ‘The 
Origins of Latin Satire in Twelfth Century Europe’ in Mittellateinisches Jahrbuch 13 (1978), 73-83; A.G. 
Rigg, ‘Satire’, in F.A.C. Mantello and A.G. Rigg (eds), Medieval Latin: An Introduction and 
Bibliographical Guide (Washington D.C.1999), 562-568.   
33 Examples are printed in Paul Lehmann, Parodistische Texte: Beispiele zur Lateinischen Parodie im 
Mittelalter (Munich 1923), and Martha Bayless, Parody in the Middle Ages (University of Michigan 
1996). 
34 Gillespie, ‘The Study of Classical Authors’, 224-225. 
35 Bayless, Parody in the Middle Ages, 178-179. 
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written by ecclesiastics of high standing; the Cena (dinner) parodies for example were performed for 

popes and emperors. Rather than adhering to Bakhtin’s theory that the Feasts of Fools were part of 

carnival culture, these kinds of satire did not entail subversion but instead reaffirmed the order of 

society. Through the ‘unhinging of signifiers’, submitting them to ridicule, travesty and inversion, 

binaries temporarily collapsed, only to be built up again.36  

Satire was thus part and parcel of an elite culture with a view to moral admonition. The genre of 

satire first gained huge momentum from the end of the eleventh century within an anti-Roman 

sphere. This kind of satire arose in educational centres, which is evident from the numerous 

examples of elaborate case punning in Anti-Roman satire such as ‘Aurum, Roma, sitis dantes amat 

absque dativo; / Accusativo Roma favere negat’.37 Partly, these attacks may be viewed as the 

product of exercises in composition influenced by the study of ancient Roman poets such as Horace, 

Juvenal, Persius, and Martial.38  

Whether or not such satirical literature served mere literary purposes or were direct reactions to 

abuses of power, is subject to debate. According to John Yunck, these diatribes were a direct 

reaction to the introduction of the servitium during the Investiture Conflict, a payment due by newly 

elected ecclesiastics.39 However, as Rodney Thompson has noted, much of the satire was written 

after the conflict.40 As Arpad Orbán has argued, the attacks arose primarily in reaction to a stronger 

and more worldly papal curia, which continued from the eleventh to the thirteenth century. Diatribes 

against Roman arrogance and avarice, originally articulated in the New Testament in the context of 

Rome’s suppression of foreign peoples and desire to dominate the world, were now transfixed to the 

contemporary Roman Church and termed as arrogance towards the powers invested by God, and a 

desire to gain control both in and over the Church.41  

Moreover, satirical attacks on Rome stand in a longer classical tradition and can be viewed as 

part of the general medieval blame culture. Although throughout the Middle Ages Rome was 

acclaimed and revered as noble head of the ancient world and site of Peter’s and Paul’s tombs, and 

although in both the Carolingian period and in the twelfth century, humanist elegies were composed 

lamenting the ruin of ancient Rome, the city was also frequently under verbal attack.42 This double-

                                                      
36 Idem, 183-184. Discussing Eco; ‘any perversion of a model or norm ultimately acknowledges the 
preexistence of that norm’.  
37 ‘Rome’s thirst of gold loves givers; without the dative / Rome knows not to favour the accusative.’ 
Walther, Lateinische Sprichwörter, no. 276; for other examples see Orbán, ‘Omgang met “het verleden” 
van Rome’, 84-85, esp. note 59 and chapter 5 note 54. 
38 Thomson, ‘On the Origins of Medieval Satire’, 76-79. 
39 Yunck, Lineage of Lady Mead, 71-81. 
40 Thomson, ‘On the Origins of Medieval Satire’, 81. 
41 Orbán, ‘Omgang het “het verleden” van Rome’, 85. 
42 A.P. Orban, ‘De omgang met “het verleden” van Rome in de oudchristelijke en middeleeuws Latijnse 
literatuur’, in R.E.V. Stuip and C. Vellekoop (eds), Omgang met het verleden (Hilversum 2001), 63-90, 
here at 74-79: ‘Roma manus rodit; quos rodere non valet, odit; / dantes exaudit non dantibus ostia 
claudit.’ Cf. Rodney M. Thomson, ‘Satire, Irony, and Humour in William of Malmesbury’, in Constant J. 
Mews, Cary J. Nederman, Rodney M. Thomson, Rhetoric and Renewal in the Latin West 1100-1540. 
Essays in Honour of John O. Ward (Turnhout 2003), 115-127, here at 115-116. Cf. Hans Walther, 
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edged reputation fed a long tradition of accusations of sexual lewdness, unreliability, and, notably, 

greed, arrogance and contentious behaviour, of which Liutprand of Cremona’s (c. 922-972) scathing 

attack is perhaps the most well-known.43 Rome’s arrogance (superbia) – also documented in the 

early monastic ethnic lists – and desire to dominate foreign peoples (libido dominandi) is 

condemned extensively in Augustine’s fifth-century On the City of God. Negative representations of 

Rome appear from the ninth century onwards primarily though not exclusively in the German 

territories; Lombardy and Romania are termed places of ruse, poison, where there is little hospitality 

and things generally come at a price.44 Criticism of Roman arrogance was justified, according to 

Gerhoh of Reichersberg (1093-1169), in the circumstance that the German emperor was forced to 

hold the pope’s stirrup while the latter mounted his horse. The superior attitude of Rome towards the 

Germans, denoting them as stupid, might have fed this sense of animosity. In the aggregate, though, 

the tensions were primarily couched in the context of the power struggle between emperor and pope, 

which heated up in the eleventh century, in the same period as anti-Roman satire becomes popular. 

However, according to Josef Benzinger, the attacks on Rome, directed at the Romans, should be 

viewed as directed at the people of Rome and the curia, not the pope, who was more or less 

exonerated.45  

In reaction to the Gregorian Reform movement, clerics increased their attack on Rome’s avarice. 

Accusations rang that Rome’s greed damaged the whole Church; simony, in the form of payments to 

Rome by ecclesiastics on entering office, was subject to attack and was viewed as caused by avarice. 

Rome’s greed was, the clerics scathed, visible from the sale of false relics. The following passage 

puts it succinctly: ‘The empire has fallen, but pride survived in Rome. The cult of greed reigns 

tightly. (…) You murdered living saints with cruel wounds, and now you are selling their dead 

limbs. But so long the earth devours the bones, you will continue to sell false relics.’46 Rome’s 

perceived avarice subsequently brought an outburst of venality satire, such as ‘The Gospel according 

to Saint Mark of Silver’. Although the pope was sometimes spared from the harshest of criticism, 

those surrounding the pope, the Romans – the inhabitants of the city – were the target of money 

grabbing, greed and hypocrisy.   

                                                                                                                                                            
‘Lateinische Verseinträge in einem Vocabular des 15. Jhds.’, in Historische Vierteljahrschrift 26 (1931), 
295-311, here at 296: ‘Accusative si Romam ceperis ire, / Veneris in nichilo, si veneris absque dativo’, 
and other examples at 296-297; Carmina Burana, ed. Hilka, 23; Zingerle, ‘Berichte’, 312; Walther, Initia, 
26929.  
43 Orbán, ‘Omgang met “het verleden” van Rome’, 80. 
44 Idem, 81. 
45 Benzinger, Invectiva in Romam, 94-99; Goetz, Entstehung der italienischen Kommunen, 63 argues that 
especialy during the reign of Frederick Barbarossa, the anti-Roman attitude created a stronger sense of 
unity in the north-western territories of England, France and Germany. For their stupidity, see for 
example the fictious letter to Frederick Barbarossa, quoted by Benzinger, Invectiva in Romam, 99. 
46 MGH Poetae III, I 29, ed. Schramm, 556: ‘Transiit imperium mansitque superbia tecum, / Cultus 
avaritiae te nimium superat / (…) Truncasti vivos crudeli vulnere sanctos: / Vendere nunc horum mortua 
membra soles. / Sed dum terra vorax animantum roserit ossa, / Tu poteris falsas vendere reliquias;’ 
quoted by Orbán, ‘Omgang met “het verleden” van Rome’, 82. 
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In the twelfth century, anti-Roman satire, directed at the people of Rome, forms the context of 

some of the earliest sources containing ethnic invective. Complaints about the wealth flowing from 

all corners of the world to Rome were manifold, as in the poem ‘Gens subdola’ quoted in the 

previous chapter. The highly satirical parody Tractatus Garsiae Toletani (1099) whimpers:  

 

Let us be consoled, let us be consoled, my people; behold Albinus comes, behold the Church of 

Toledo brings us Rufinus. Behold the three Gauls make offerings; behold England, in which the 

buried entrails of Albinus are housed, sends them back to you. Behold the rich seat of the 

Flemish, where the bones of the martyrs lie artfully hidden...47 

 

Especially the relation of the English – reputed for their excessive wealth – with the Roman papacy 

was satirized in remarks claiming the English sent large amounts of silver to Rome in order to bribe 

the avaricious Curia.48 Gervase of Canterbury (c. 1141-c.1210) thus wrote that the archbishop of 

Canterbury sent large amounts of English relics to Rome – referring to the relics of the martyrs 

Albinus (white, silver metal) and Rufinus (red, gold metal), representing the popular image of 

simony and greed at the Roman Curia.49 Walter Map’s etymological punning on the name R.O.M.A. 

as meaning Radix Omnium Malorum Avaritia (Avarice is the root of all evil) follows the same 

tradition.50  

Whereas these attacks on Roman avarice may serve to correct behaviour, many of the early 

extant ethnic catalogues of invective appear to signify outbursts of ethnic sentiment among the 

clergy in the schools with little moral objective. Instead of containing an intent to reform, they were 

meant to harm or ridicule, attacking the other by deriding his appearance, character, eating and 

drinking habits and notably, religiosity. Clerics also took to playing games with ethnic groups’ 

                                                      
47 Tractatus Garsiae or The Translation of the Relics of SS. Gold and Silver vs. 277-282, ed. and transl. 
Rodney M. Thomson (Leiden 1973), 39-31: ‘Consolamini, consolamini, popule meus, ecce Albinus venit, 
ecce Rufinum praesentat nobis Toletana ecclesia. Ecce tres Galliae offerunt nobis, ecce tellus Anglica, in 
qua renes Albini sepulti astruuntur, ad nos respicit. Ecce Flandriarum praedives sinus, ubi sanctorum 
martirum ossa arte condita requiescunt’; cf. Yunck, Lineage of Lady Mead, 74, for the translation used 
here. 
48 Lehmann, Die Parodie im Mittelalter, 25-30; Yunck, Lineage of Lady Mead, 71-76; Peter Dronke, 
‘Profane Elements in Literature’ in Renaissance and Renewal in the Twelfth Century, 584. For England’s 
wealth from the eleventh century, see further chapter 8. 
49 Gervase of Canterbury, Historical Works of Gervase of Canterbury, ed. William Stubbs, 2 volumes 
(London 1879-1880), I 560. Cf. Thomas, The English and the Normans, 335. He says criticism of the 
papacy was generally divorced from a specific English identity until after the interdict of King John. 
Other references to Ruffinus and Albinus can be found at Rodney M. Thomson, ‘Introduction’, in 
Tractatus Garsiae, ed. Thomson, 8; ‘Tractatus Garsiae Toletani Canonici de Albino et Rufino’, ed. 
Sackur, MGH Libelli de lite imperatorum et pontificum 3 volumes (Hannover 1892), vol. 2 424; cf. 
Salimbene’s Chronica A. 1248, ed. Guiseppe Scalia, 227: ‘Curia Romana non curat ovem sine lana. / 
Presulis Albini seu martyris ossa Ruffini / Rome quisque habet, / vertere cuncta valet: / mus elephas fit, 
fasque nephas, de Symone Cephas’, and futher references in notes 2-3 for other Goliardic verses. Albinus 
and Ruffinus first appear in late eleventh century verse.  Walther, Lateinische Sprichwörter vol. 2, 83, no. 
14460; Lehmann, Die Parodie im Mittelalter, 25-29. 
50 Walter Map, De nugiis curialium II 17, ed. James, Brooke and Mynors, 168-169. 
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names. The nature and context of these attacks is discussed further below. These flytings might be 

viewed as a factor contributing to community building, vis-à-vis the other in an international milieu. 

They might also serve to control social relations, as a well-ordered form of ‘play’, alleviating 

tensions. 

 

Ethnic flytings 

In the twelfth century, invective and prose satire were especially popular in Anglo-Norman England 

and the northern regions of France. Whereas, according to Trevor Dean, the insults directed at 

individuals in slanging matches in late medieval Italy focused on three archetypes – sex, defecation, 

and rottenness – these ethnic jabs refer to categories of vice (arrogance, avarice), cowardice, eating 

and drinking customs and in some cases political power relations.51 According to these ethnic jokes, 

even the French, so often praised as chivalrous, learned, pillars of faith, are depicted as arrogant, 

fickle and effeminate, lacking any real bravery.52 The Normans, too, are chivalrous yet proud and 

cruel;53 the Bretons stupid, the Flemish wealthy yet garrulous; the English, besides being intelligent, 

merry, and having a good sense of humour, are also drunkards, cowards, treacherous snakes, who 

speak terrible French.  

One of the earliest extant examples of ethnic invective is in an English manuscript of the late 

twelfth century. It contains a large collection of twelfth-century secular Latin verse, written mostly 

by Anglo-Norman or northern French clerics, including poetry by the contemporaries Serlo of 

Wilton, Hildebert of Le Mans, anonymous Goliardic verse, and various proverbs.54 Twice the scribe 

has copied into the margins derisory lines about ethnic groups. The narrator perhaps refers to an 

English cleric in Paris, reviewing the ethnicity of the students in his midst.   

  

The French, I see, are fickle, boasting about their  

Wealth of talent, if they pursue their study.  

The Britons, I see, are girded for altercation,  

Although their Arthur never makes a show.  

The Normans trim their hair, speak with 

elegance – their native soil permitting.  

The English nobility sends me blond pupils,  

                                                      
51 Trevor Dean, Crime and Justice in Late Medieval Italy (Cambridge 2007), 114; see also Trevor Dean, 
‘Gender and Insult in an Italian City: Bologna in the Later Middle Ages’, in Social History 29/2 (2004), 
217-231.  
52 See Bautier, ‘Peuples, provinces’, 10. The students at Orleans are called sodomites. 
53 According to Potts, ‘Atque unum’, 144-145, we might interpret this double-edged reputation as an 
attempt to protect the Viking identity of the Normans as warriors, from accusations of becoming too soft, 
effeminate, as they embraced Frankish ways.  
54 William D. Macray, Catalogi codicum manuscriptorum Bibliothecae Bodleianae pars nona codices a 
viro clarissimo Kenelm Digby, Eq. Aur., anno 1634 donatos, complectens: adiecto indice nominum et 
rerum (Oxford, 1883). Reprinted with corrigenda by R. W. Hunt and A. G. Watson (Oxford, 1999), 26-7.   
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Who shine brightly thanks to Albinus.  

The Teutons are hardly Catholic, nobody’s friend:  

When they greet you, beware, as they are your foe!55 

 

The anonymous author is repeating common jokes and snarls, which leave few ethnic groups 

untouched. The remark that the Teutons are barely Catholic is also applied to the people of Alsace 

and Westphalia;56 the warning to be on guard can also occur in verse about the English tail-bearers, 

or in a misogynist context.57 References to Breton stupidity are found both in Latin and late twelfth-

century vernacular, expressed in sayings such as ‘Neither a fat chicken nor a wise Breton’.58 As 

Anne-Marie Bautier has remarked, the image of wrathful Britons or Bretons (ira Britonnum) is 

represented in remarks that they are quick to pick a fight, to wave their fists.59 However, the 

tendency of the Bretons to resort to violence is presented as an act of desperation. The reference to 

Arthur is a common element of ridicule, belittling their belief that King Arthur will one day return 

and free them from the yoke of subordination. In the 1120s, William of Malmesbury had already 

made reference to this belief, which is known as the ‘Breton Hope’: ‘This Arthur is the hero of many 

wild tales among the Britons even in our own day, but assuredly deserves to be the subject of 

reliable tales rather than of false and dreaming fable; for he was long the mainstay of his falling 

country, rousing to battle the broken spirit of his countrymen.’60 Derision of the Breton’s foolish 

belief especially came to a head in the event of Henry II’s campaign to assert his feudal claim over 

Brittany in 1167.61 This is Anglo-Norman Latin court waggery, although within a darker context of 

claims to dominion over Brittany.  

                                                      
55 Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Digby 53 f. 17. Walther, ‘Scherz’, nos 13, 97, 172, 174, 178: ‘Instabiles 
Galli mihi sunt, predivite vena / Freti, si studium perpetuare queant. / Sunt mihi succinti Britones ad 
iurgia, quorum / Arturus numquam perveniendo venit. / Sunt castigati Normanni crine, faceti / Verbis, 
natalis si patiatur humus. /Anglica nobilitas flavos mihi legat alumnos,/ Quos facit Albinus preradiare 
comes./ Theutonici vix catholici, nullius amici:  / Quando dicit Ave, sicut ab hoste cave!’  
56 In the fifteenth-century manuscript Berlin Lat. Fol. 49, printed by Wattenbach, ‘Aus einer 
Humanistenhandschrift’, 823, it is the people of the Alsace who are barely Catholic, Walther, ‘Scherz’ 
nos 7 and 166B. In the Carminum proverbalium, 69, the Westphalians are hardly Catholic, Walther, 
‘Scherz’, no. 193.  
57 Walther, ‘Scherz’, no. 15. 
58 , Joseph de Morawski (ed.), Proverbes français: antérieurs au XVe siècle  (Paris 1925), 1340: ‘Ne gras 
porci ne sage Breton.’ In Wilmart, ‘Florilège de Saint-Gatien’, 32: ‘Nec pinguis pullus, Brito nec sapiens 
erit ullus.’ See also chapter 5.  
59 Bautier, ‘Peuples, provinces’, 12. 
60 William of Malmesbury, Gesta regum Anglorum I 8, ed. and transl. Mynors, Thomson and 
Winterbottom, vol. 1, 27: ‘Hic est Artur de quo Britonum nugae hodieque delirant, dignus plane quem 
non fallaces somniarent fabulae sed veraces predicarent historiae, quippe qui labantem patriam diu 
sustinuerit infractasque civium mentes ad bellum acuerit.’ See Echard, Arthurian Narrative in the Latin 
Tradition, 69.  
61 Idem, 85-93; In the Draco Normannicus, a chronicle  written between 1167-1169 by Etienne de 
Rouen, monk at Bec, are inserted spurious letters written by count Roland to Arthur, who himself replies 
from the Antipodes. Cf. Mildred Leake Day, ‘The Letter from King Arthur to Henry II: ‘Political Use of 
the Arthurian Legend in Draco Normannicus’ in Glyn Burgess and Robert A. Taylor (eds), The Spirit of 
the Court (Cambridge, 1985), 153-157. 
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Although the verse repeats the triumphant claim that France is the home of learning, here the 

French are also fickle and proud. Their arrogant claim to be the receptors of knowledge and chivalry 

rubbed some Anglo-Normans clerics and crusading Germans up the wrong way.62 In fact, only the 

Normans seem commendable, well-spoken, with neatly trimmed haircuts. This last remark, although 

reminiscent of Bartholomaeus Anglicus’ description of their courtliness, is however accompanied by 

the curious aside that this is only the case if their native ground ‘permits it’. Possibly, this is a 

derisory allusion to the ‘degeneration’ of Anglo-Norman language and culture under the influence of 

English customs. In the latter part of the eleventh century, authors such as William of Poitiers, the 

author of the Carmen de Hastingae Proelio and Baudri of Bourgeuil related long hair to effeminacy 

and unwarlike qualities.63 According to Hugh Thomas, long hair had become very fashionable first 

among the Anglo-Norman nobility and then among English burghers and peasants during the early 

years of the twelfth century.64 This was much to the disdain of the Church, who from the 1090s 

repeatedly issued that ‘no one should grow his hair long but have it cut as befits a Christian’, under 

the threat of exclusion from Christian burial and the Church.65 Moreover, at the end of the twelfth 

century, the well-spoken French of the Normans was firmly contrasted with the blustering Anglo-

Norman tongue in jokes in Latin and the vernacular.66 In the Roman de Renart, for instance, the fox 

Renart disguises himself as a jongleur in order to deceive wolf Ysengrimus, but he cannot even 

conjugate the simple verb être.67 Anglo-Normans were deigned to speak ‘Marlborough French’, 

                                                      
62 See further chapter 9. 
63 William of Poitiers writes of the amazement at the long hair of some English hostages brought back to 
Normandy by William the Conqueror in Gesta Guilhelmi II 44, eds Davis and Chibnall, 178-180. See 
Thomas, The English and the Normans, 50-51; Bartlett, ‘Symbolic Meanings of Hair’, 43-60; Henri 
Platelle, ‘La Problème du scandale’, 1071-1096; Davies, ‘The Peoples of Britain and Ireland’, 13-15; 
Williams, 188-190.  
64 Thomas, The English and the Normans, 55 and 247. 
65 Such as at the Council of Rouen in 1096. Orderic Vitalis, Historia ecclesiastica IX 3, ed. and transl. 
Marjorie Chibnall, vol. 5, 22. On the other hand, William of Malmesbury denounces the English at 
Hastings as drunkards with ‘hair short, chin shaven, arms loaded with gold bracelets, skin tattooed with 
coloured patterns, eating till they were sick and drinking till they spewed’; cf. William of Malmesbury, 
Gesta regum Anglorum III 245, ed. and transl. Mynors, Thomson and Winterbottom, vol. 1, 458-459: 
‘crines tonsi, barbas rasi, armillis aureis brachia onerati, picturatis stigmatibus cutem insigniti; in cibis 
urgentes crapulam, in potibus irritantes vomicam’.  
66 See especially Peter Rickard, Britain in Medieval Literature, 1100-1500 (Cambridge, 1956), 163-87; 
Rosemary Morris, ‘King Arthur and the growth of French nationalism’ in France and the British Isles in 
the Middle ages and Renaissance (Woodbridge, 1991), 115-29, here at 119-20; Schulze-Busacker, 
‘French Conceptions of Foreigners and Foreign Languages’, 39-40; John Matzke, ‘Some Examples of 
French as Spoken by Englishmen in Old French Literature’ in MP 3 (1905/6), 47-61; Charles H. 
Livingston, ‘The Fabliau Des deux Anglais et de l’anel’ in Publications of the Modern Language 
Association of America 40 (1925),  217-24 for another example of ridicule of the French dialect spoken in 
England; Elisabeth Schulze-Busacker, ‘Renart, le jongleur étranger. Analyse thématique et linguistique à 
partir de la branche Ib du Roman de Renart’, in Nieder-deutsche Studien 30 (1981), 380-391. 
67 Rickard, Britain in Medieval Literature, 171. Bartlett, England under the Norman and Angevin Kings, 
489. 



209 

 

confusing the gender of nouns, forgetting syllables and generally muddling up their vocabulary, just 

like the English pilots hidden in René’s café in the television comedy ’Allo ’Allo.68  

Two folia further along in the same manuscript, the scribe has inserted another collection of 

proverbial ethnic jabs, ‘Italians sell all things both sacred and profane’.69 Here Italy is substituted for 

Rome. It opens with an attack on Rome’s (Italy’s) insatiable thirst for money, and further refers to 

the eating and drinking customs of the Flemish and English (drinking beer), to Breton writing and 

the singing of those people in the Auvergne. This time, however, the compiler seems decidedly 

positive about the French, who are victorious in battle but do not occasion war unless provoked. 

However, the collection of proverbs also appears in an extended version in a thirteenth-century 

manuscript now held at the British Library.70 Here, the Germans are denounced as barely Catholic. 

This time, however, the Normans are considered of the most treacherous character:  

 

The Italians sell all things both sacred and profane.  

All reprehend the Burgundians for their treachery.  

The Teutons are hardly Catholic, nobody’s friend.  

For you, Flemish, there is food and beer.  

The Normans are nourished on watery beer;  

They are cunning, puffed-up, liars, fickle, insidious.  

The French are usually victorious, but do not inflict harm unprovoked.  

The Normans are usually treacherous and avoid battle.  

The Auvergnac sings, the Breton writes, England drinks.71  

 

Such proverbial ridicule was collected and tailored to the ethnic sentiments of the scribe. Some of 

the remarks are light-hearted, some rather vicious. In view of the broad dissemination of these 

remarks in both Latin epigrams, historiography and vernacular writings, there is evidence that clerics 

used these stereotypes both in the schools and at the courts; the Breton stupidity, for example, was 

also entertained in court ridicule of their claims to autonomy. These collections remained popular 

throughout the later Middle Ages, appearing in dozens of variants. In the thirteenth century, an 

                                                      
68 For the continuity of Norman identity in relation to the territory of Normandy, instead of to a shared 
common descent, see Nick Webber, The Evolution of Norman Identity 911-1154 (Woodbridge 2005), 
especially 175-80. 
69 Walther, ‘Scherz’, no. 136. Printed in Archives des missions scientifiques et littéraires (Paris 1868), 
2nd series vol. 5, 183.  MS. Oxford, Bodleian, Digby 53 f. 16r:  ‘Romani que non sacra sunt atque que 
sacra vendunt / Prodere Romanis mos est belloque pavere. / Vincere Francigenis mos est, non sponte 
nocere. / Gens, tibi, Flandrigena cibus est et potus avena. / Avernus cantat, Brito notat, Anglia potat.’ 
70 MS London, BM. Vespasian B. XIII f. 123r.Walther, ‘Scherz’ no. 101; Initia carminum no. 9661. 
Source printed in Wright and Halliwell, Reliquiae Antiquae, vol. 1, 5.   
71 ‘Italici, que non sacra sunt et que sacra, vendunt. / Allobrogas de perfidia cuncti reprehendunt. / Gens, 
tibi, Flandrena, cibus est et potus avena, / Gens Normannigena fragili nutritur avena, / Subdola, ventosa, 
mendax, levis, insidiosa. / Vincere mos est Francigenis nec sponte nocere. / Prodere mos [the manuscript 
reads dos] Normannigenis belloque pavere. / Alvernus cantat, Brito notat, Anglia potat.’ Cf. note 69. 
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extensive catalogue was drawn up focusing predominantly on the German territories of which many 

variants appear in late medieval manuscripts.72 A fifteenth-century probably German verse, 

breathing the Goliardic tradition of itinerant scholars, playfully bemoans the flight of a wandering 

clerk, fleeing from Flanders’ butter, the drinking of the Bohemians, the Fallacious Hungarians.73   

    As such, the hustle and bustle of the schools and courts, frequented by men of various ethnic 

backgrounds, was a stage where ethnic identities took on sharper edges. Although some jokes were 

seemingly harmless, others were direct assaults. This is especially the case in the attacks on ethnic 

names, represented in both glosses to manuals of rhetoric and debate verse. From these sources a 

picture emerges of biting mockery, sometimes counter-attacked by using irony. These examples 

point to strong awareness of ethnic identity in this period. 

 

Name games 

One of the key components of ethnic identity is a people’s name; attaching a name to a group 

indicates and labels the group to which a person belongs. As Isidore of Seville had taught, in 

medieval thinking the etymology of a name was considered a reflection of a person or thing’s 

essence.74  Making a play on individual or group names is thus potentially an effective tool to 

ridicule and humiliate, as it can profoundly affect a person as an attack on a core component of 

identity. Jokes about names could thus be jokes about a core element of group identity. 

Names of ethnic groups could be etymologized as springing from their eponymous founder, often 

of Trojan descent. In his early twelfth-century History of the British Kings, Geoffrey of Monmouth 

had awarded the Britons a Trojan ancestry from Brutus, the grandson of Ascanius.75 In invective, it 

was not a huge step, then, to make a play on Brutus and claim that the British were brutes. A variant 

on the common attack on the British as stupid was thus delivered by William of Newburgh (c. 1136-

c. 1198), who wrote that the Britons’ name came from stupid, which explained their gullibility in 

believing Geoffrey of Monmouth’s fabulations in his History of the British Kings.76  

The glosses to Évrard of Béthune’s Graecismus are full of ethnic name games, especially in 

reaction to Marbod’s passage on the superiority of the Angevins which was itself incorporated in the 

Graecismus.77 In general, glosses on the Graecismus can be termed Francophone, mentioning 

France’s superiority in warfare, arms, and wisdom.78 Évrard of Béthune, however, elaborates on the 

passage about the Angevins by also including the ‘claim of a common servant’ that ‘astin means 

                                                      
72 Haye, ‘Deutschland und die deutschen Lande’, 309; see chapter 5 note 76. 
73 ‘Quo miser exul venio turbine perfusus?’, printed in Paul Lehmann, Mitteilungen aus Handschriften, 9 
volumes (Munich 1929-1950), vol. 1, 28; cf. Walther, ‘Scherz’, no. 143. 
74 See chapter 1. 
75 Koht, Dawn of Nationalism, 270-271. Nennius was the first to award the British with Trojan descent in 
the ninth century.  
76 Idem, 272. 
77 Évrard of Béthune, Graecismus III vs. 10, ed. Ioh. Wrobel (Bratislava 1887), viii. 
78 See chapter 5 note 73. The manuscript, BN Latin 15133 is discussed in Hauréau, Notices et extraits 
vol. 4, 280-289. 
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towns and anda shit, hence they are called Angevins’.79 There are earlier references to the same 

Latin pun already being employed in a political context. In a verse rendered here in Latin, in order to 

convey the pun, the motif nomen est omen is fully present:  

 

Sicut Pictavis nomen trahit ex ave picta, 

Sic est Andegavis volucris de stercore dicta. 

Stercus avis sonat Andegavis: de stercore nomen  

Urbs tua contraxit, quia sic tibi contulit omen.80  

 

The context, according to Wilhelm Wattenbach, was the papal election of 1130, in which Poitiers 

and Anjou represented the two rival camps of Popes Anacletus and Innocent II.81 It is nonetheless 

difficult to ascertain whether this verbal attack was echoing an already existent pun on the name of 

the Angevins. The same image is contained in another gloss on Évrard of Béthune’s Graecismus, 

explicitly stating that the city of Anjou was built on a foundation of bird excrement.82 In response, 

another gloss on the text directly targets the etymology of Poitou and Anjou: 

 

Just as Poitevin comes from a ‘painted bird’, 

Thus Anjou is said to come from bird shit.   

Just as a painted bird does not represent the truth, 

Thus the people here always want to fill words with falsities.83   

 

In this case, the gloss targets the ‘essence’ of the name Anjou as revealed through etymology.  

                                                      
79 Évrard of Béthune, Graecismus VIII vs. 28-29, ed. Ioh. Wrobel, 28: ‘Ut mediastinus probat, astin 
denotat urbem, / Andaque stercus, ab hinc dicitur Andegavis.’ 
80 ‘Just as Poitevin comes from a painted bird, Thus Anjou is said to come from bird shit. / Birdshit 
sounds like Angevin, your town’s name is based on shit, as the omen says of you.’ The verse, ‘Est ratio 
quare bafio dici merearis’, is printed in W. Wattenbach, ‘Mittheilungen aus Handschriften’, in Neues 
Archiv 8 (1883) 191-193, from a thirteenth-century manuscript (MS Vienna 840 f. 63). A little further, the 
folio explicitly mentions that in Greek anda means excrement: ‘Stercus et andec [anda?] idem dixerunt 
significare / Qui crecas [Grecas?] voces studuerunt notificare.’ 
81 The author of the verse was a supporter of Anacletus and Count William VIII of Poitiers, who had 
expelled Bishop William of Poitiers, supporter of Innocent II, from the town. Bishop Ulger of Anjou also 
supported Innocent II. 
82 Évrard of Béthune, Graecismus VIII 29, ed. Wrobel (1887), 28: ‘Anda graece est stercus latine et inde 
Andegavis et est nomen civitatis et derivatur a stercoribus avium, qui ubi invenerunt stercora avium ibi 
fundaverunt civitatem.’ Cf. Bautier, ‘Peuples, provinces’, 13-4, notes 71-2.  
83 The manuscript, BN Latin 15133 is discussed in Hauréau, Notices et extraits vol. 4, 280-289, here at 
284: ‘Sicut Pictavis nomen trahit ex ave picta, / Sic est Andegavis avium de stercore dicta. / Sicut avis 
picta verum non denotat esse, / Sic gens hinc dicta falsis vult semper inesse.’ In MS BN Latin 8427 it 
says: ‘Andaque, stercus ab hinc, dicitur Andegavis’; cf. Histoire littéraire de la France. XIII siècle, vol. 
30, 296; Walther, ‘Scherz’, no. 160. The Florilegium of St Gatien only contains the first two lines, in a 
slightly different version: ‘Sicut Pictavis nomen trait ex ave picta, / Sic est Andegavis volucris de stercore 
dicta’; cf. Wilmart, ‘Le florilège de Saint-Gatien’, 28. The same manuscript (on page 32) contains a 
positive verse on Poitou: ‘Pictavis aurea, Gloria terrea, terra quietis, / utilis aere, clarior ethere, plena 
poetis.’ Cf. Walther, ‘Scherz’, no. 128; Bautier, ‘Peuples, provinces’, 13.  
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Of course, attacks might be harmless prods between jesting clerics. Yet the general tendency was 

to sharply ridicule and attack ethnic identities, sometimes targeting the religiosity of peoples. 

Another gloss etymologized that ‘the Allebroges come from allos, i.e. foreign, and broge, faith, as if 

foreign to faith. Certainly a man from Burgundy is a traitor.’84 These attacks were directed 

especially at groups in Northern and Eastern Europe, from the German territories, and at the English; 

there is a range of proverbs warning to be one’s guard when greeted by a German or Englishman, as 

they are barely Catholic or, where the English are concerned, treacherous.85 These insults directly 

questioned the veracity of religious belief; in the case of the English, moreover, they challenged the 

notion of their chosenness and the very humanity of its people. The ‘joke’ of the English tailed man, 

and attacks on the etymology of the word Anglus, were especially angular assaults on their identity.      

 

Tailed Englishmen 

Bartholomaeus Anglicus, in his encyclopaedic On the Properties of Things, elaborately explains 

how the name Angli was etymologized from angelus, angel, or angulo, corner. The angelic 

etymology goes back to the story of Gregory the Great’s encounter with the young, angel-faced 

slaves at a market in Italy, told by Bede.86 Gregory himself, engaged in some dexterous punning, 

realizes the potential of conversion – foreshadowed by their beautiful angelic faces – and 

subsequently sends Augustine on a mission to proselytize in this corner, angulo, of the world. This 

episode forms part of the foundation of the conversion and the myth of chosenness of the Anglo-

Saxons.  

In the twelfth century, the reputation of the English was double-edged. On the one hand, Anglo-

Norman clerics praised the English as intelligent, generous, and merry. As discussed in chapter 8, in 

the aggregate these characteristics corresponded to the character traits of courtliness which the 

clerics attributed to themselves. At the same time, negative stereotypes of perfidy, cowardice and 

drunkenness were also circulating.87 Another recurring motif was that of the tailed Englishman 

(Anglus caudatus), which in the thirteenth century evolved into the image of the Englishman who 

hatched eggs.88  

In this period, images of perfidy and drunkenness, the etymology of the English name, as well as 

their beast-like tails, are all attacked in the same breath. In a gloss on Alexander Neckam’s On 

Instruments, the etymological attack on the Angevins is thus transposed onto the English: ‘Anglia, 

                                                      
84 Hauréau, Notices et extraits vol. 4, 284: ‘Allobroga dicitur ab allos, quod est alienum, et broge, fides, 
quasi alienus a fide. Scilicet homo de Burgundia, id est proditor.’ 
85 Walther, ‘Scherz’, nos 7, 15, 178. 
86 Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica II 1, ed. and transl. Colgrave and Mynors, 132-135. 
87 See chapter 8-9. 
88 For the tailed Englishman see George Neilson, Caudatus Anglicus: a Medieval Slander’ in 
Transactions of the Glasgow Archaeological Society, new series, 2 (1896); Diederik T. Enklaar, De 
gestaarte Engelsman (Amsterdam 1955); Lilian M.C. Randall, ‘A Medieval Slander’, The Art Bulletin 
42/1 (1960), 25-38; Peter Scott Brown, ‘Scoundrels and Scurrilitas at St-Pierre de Sévignac’, in Cohen 
and Firnhaber-Baker (eds), Difference and Identity, 197-226, here at 217. 
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that is to say Anglicus, comes from anda, that is shit, or from angue, because it stings with its tail 

like a snake, or from angulo, or from angelus.’89 The etymology of the English name is here related 

to defecation, the evil prelapsarian snake, the tail, or the traditional references to a corner or an 

angel.    

In some cases, etymological references were used in a political context. Between 1157 and 1161, 

Frenchman Pierre Riga wrote an attack on King Henry II, on occasion of his broken promise to King 

Louis VII regarding the marriage of their young progeny.90 In reference to the etymology of Anglus 

as angelic or a corner, Riga retorts: 

 

Name and deed do not correspond well. 

To scrutinize the purport of the name: either English sounds  

Like an angel or Angelic like English. 

Take note: he is English, no angel, not worthy  

Of heaven, but a corner of crime, indeed crime itself.91 

 

As said, the image of the tailed Englishman is tied directly to the conversion, after Gregory had seen 

their angelic faces, of the Anglo-Saxons to Christianity. The oldest known source, produced by the 

Flemish Benedictione monk Goscelin of St Bertin (died c. 1035-c. 1107), relates how St Augustine, 

on his mission, encountered resistance among the inhabitants of Dorset, who were said to have 

attached fishtails to the saint’s behind, thus forever condemning their progeny to having tails.92 

                                                      
89 J.B. Hauréau, Notices et extraits de quelques manuscrits latins de la Bibliothèque Nationale (6 
volumes, Paris 1890-1893), vol. 3, 203-204: ‘Anglia, inde Anglicus, ab ande, quod est stercus, vel ab 
angue, quia pungit cum cauda sicut anguis, vel ab angulo, vel ab angelus.’ According to Hauréau, the 
manuscript dates from the first part of the thirteenth century. The glossator was possibly French; ‘Gallus 
means bird, Gallus means a people, and Gallus means a poet. Gallus is a river and known for its priests.’ 
Ibidem: ‘Gallus avis, Gallus populus Gallusque poeta / Est fluvius Gallus presbyterumque notat.’  Cf. the 
thirteenth-century Franciscan William Brito’s Expositiones vocabulorum biblie (circa 1250/1270), which 
says that the sibyls called the Gallic priest weak and effeminate. Cf. Charles-Victor Langlois, ‘Les 
Anglais du Moyen Âge d’après les sources francaises’ in Revue historique 52.2 (1893), 298-315, here at 
309. 
90 See further chapter 8. 
91 Hauréau, ‘Un poème inédit’, 8: ‘Nec bene respondent nomen opusque sibi. / Nominis augurium 
scrutare: vel angelus Anglus / Ille, vel Angelicus Anglicus ille sonat. / Facta notes : Anglus, non angelus 
est, neque coelo / Dignus, sed sceleris angulus, imo scelus.’ Another, possibly late medieval, saying about 
the treacherous,  ‘angelic’ nature of the English is: ‘Anglicus angelus est cui numquam credere fas est’, 
printed by R. Peiper, ‘Europaïscher Völkerspiegel’, in Anzeiger für Kunde der deutschen Vorzeit 4 (1874) 
102-106, here at 104; Walther, ‘Lateinische Verseinträge’, 308; Walther, ‘Scherz’, no. 16. The angelic 
nature of the English is also ridiculed by the Peter, the Breton, in Lawrence of Durham’s twelfth-century 
Dialogi III vs. 207-222, ed. Raine, 37-38, ransl. Rigg, ‘Lawrence of Durham: Dialogues’, 79. 
92 Goscelin of St Bertin, Life of St Augustine I 41, Patrologia Latina 80, Col 0082B-0082D: ‘Fama est, 
illos effulminandos, prominentes marinorum piscium caudas sanctis appendisse; et illis quidem gloriam 
sempiternam peperisse, in se vero ignominiam perennem retorsisse, ut hoc dedecus degeneranti generi, 
non innocenti et generosae imputetur patriae.’ According to Goscelin, Life of St Augustine, the inhabitants 
of Rochester attack the saint by attaching fish tails; this is repeated by William of Malmesbury writing 
about Dorsetshire, and later by Wace, Roman de Brut 13711-13744, ed. and transl. Weiss, 345, where all 
the descendants of the town dwellers are damned; Neilson, ‘Medieval Slander’, 4-5. Enklaar, Gestaarte 
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According to Wace (c. 1100-1171/83), writing in Old French, Augustine prayed to God in 

Dorchester to dishonour and disgrace those who remained deaf to his preaching, wreaking upon 

them his anger and judgment, perpetually shaming the inhabitants. However, it also soon became a 

popular image used to ridicule the English in general, not only in satirical literature such as the 

Ysengrimus but for example by the students in Paris, as theologian Jacques de Vitry (c. 1160-1240) 

tells us.93 In the poet’s Layamon’s thirteenth-century Old English version of the Brut, the myth was 

extended to include all Englishmen, of whom every free man spoke foul, shaming red-faced English 

free men in foreign countries, where they were called ‘muglings’.94 The tale was also confused with 

an incident occurring on the night before the murder of Thomas Becket (c. 1120-1170), when his 

adversaries cut off one of his horses’ tails.95 This spurious version was then encapsulated in sayings 

such as ‘You, laughing Englishman, cut off the mule’s tail: or are you an English serpent? I’m not 

sure, the tail is hidden.’96  

By the thirteenth century, in a debate verse by Henry of Avranches, the highly common image of 

English drinking is mentioned in the same breath as their tailed behinds, the butt of so many jokes 

directed at for example the Anglo-Norman knights in Richard Lionheart’s army during the Third 

Crusade.97 The verse is part of a debate poem (the initial attack by the Englishman is probably 

missing), in which a German named Conrad attacks the English fiercely:  

 

When the tailed English, who were born for drinking cups, 

Are filled up, it is with the seed of Brutus.  

Then they throw themselves into the fray, boasting they are a glorious people, 

Bringing death to all, belching with bursting bellies, 

                                                                                                                                                            
Engelsman, 14-15 refers to their refusal of Christianity, repeated by John Major in the sixteenth century, 
where men in Dorset throuw fish tails at Augustine. Cf. Randall, ‘Medieval Slander’, 34-35.  
93 Enklaar, Gestaarte Engelsman, 3. Cf. Ysengrimus: text with translation, commentary and introduction, 
ed. and transl. Jill Mann, (Leiden 1987), attributed to Master Nivardus, and written in Gent circa 1148/9, 
at III 659, transl. Mann, 334: ‘Non habet hic caudam, velut Anglicus alter habebat’, and at V 1041-1042, 
transl. Mann 472: ‘Pravior Angligena caudato partis inique / Quidam rufus ad hec dogmata clamat 
ouans.’. Cf. also the twelfth-century Provençal poet Peire D’Auvergne, who speaks of the English as 
coütz, in ed. Zenker, Die Lieder Peire’s von Auvergne, 110. Richard of Devises mentions that Richard I 
and his crusader knights at Messina after 1190 were called caudati by the Greeks and Sicilians. Cf. 
Richard of Devizes, Chronicle, ed. Appleby, 18-19. In Richard Coer de Lyon, the Emperor of Cyprus 
uses the tailed image in retort, as well as when captured by the ‘King of Allemayne’. Cf. Der 
mittelenglische Versroman über Richard Löwenherz, ed. Brunner, 194, as well as references at 117, 180, 
196; Neilson, ‘Medieval Slander’, 7-8. 
94 Layamon, Brut vs.14756-14772, eds Barron and Weinberg, 758-759. 
95 Cf. Neilson, ‘Medieval Slander’, 6-7. It apparently occurred on Christmas Eve 1170. In the twelfth 
century, it is also related to the figure of Bevis of Hampton, tails attributed to descendants giant in Bevis’ 
service. Cf. P. Rickard, ‘Anglois Coué and L’Anglois qui couve’, in French Studies. A Quarterly Review 
7 (1953), 48-55, here at 49. 
96 Anecdota Bedae, Lanfranci et aliorum: Inedited tracts, letters, poems etc. of Venerable Bede, 
Lanfranc, Tatwin, ed. Giles (New York 1851), 96: ‘Te ridens Anglus mulo caudam amputate: anne / Est 
Anglus serpens? Nescio, cauda latet’; Cf. Walther, ‘Scherz’, no. 176. 
97 Geraldine Heng, Empire of Magic: Medieval Romance and the Politics of Cultural Phantasy (New 
York 2003), 92-96. 
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For they are unwarlike weavers and fullers.98  

 

The Germans, on the other hand, are not a royal but an imperial people, subject only to Rome, 

strong, triumphant, impetuous, with their golden hair and tall bodies. (Afterwards, the Englishman 

defends himself by referring to his own generosity, contrary to the German who is reviled 

throughout the world like a dog). According to Henry, the miserable British – Henry of Avranches 

seems to use words synonymously – the English/British might take a leaf out of their book:99  

 

But you, o miserable British, slow to altercation, 

Whose belly is your God, and abyss of food.100 

     Full of the dregs of beer and without wisdom, 

     You honour Bacchus when darkness falls; 

     Then Venus appears, applying her lewd potion…101 

 

In the fourteenth century, in Ly Myreur des Histors, Jean d’Outremeuse further elaborated by linking 

the English ancestry to the descendants of Cain (the forebear of servile peasants); whether his 

clarification is original, or older, is difficult to ascertain.102 Other remarks related the tail-bearing to 

the female gender, such as Etienne de Bourbon’s question why females do not have tails similar to 

the English.103 These images of the tailed Englishman, which seem directed at Anglo-Saxon identity, 

containing elements of servility, weakness, and treachery, were essentially a vicious attack on the 

humanity of the Anglo-Saxons, referring their animal-like nature. At the end of the thirteenth 

century, a monk from Silli (in northern Hainaut) wrote an extremely scathing diatribe against King 

                                                      
98 Printed in Josiah Cox Russell and John Paul Heironimus (eds), The Shorter Latin Poems of Master 
Henry of Avranches Relating to England (Cambridge Mass. 1935), no. 93 vs. 5-9: ‘Angli caudati, qui sunt 
ad pocula nati, / cum sunt imbuti, tunc sunt de semine Bruti; / prelia tunc tractant, quod sunt gens inclita 
iactant, / dant omnes leto, ructantes ventre repleto, / cum sint imbelles textores vel paripelles.’ 
99 For the meaning and use of the names Anglia and Britannia, see chapter 8 notes 21-23.  
100 Cf. Phillipians 3:17-19: ‘Brethren, be followers together of me, and mark them which walk so as ye 
have us for an ensample. For many walk, of whom I have told you often, and now tell you even weeping, 
that they are the enemies of the cross of Christ: Whose end is destruction, whose God is their belly, and 
whose glory is in their shame, who mind earthly things.’  
101 Russell and Heironimus (eds), The Shorter Latin Poems of Master Henry, no. 93 vs. 15-19 and 29: 
‘Sed vos, O miseri Britones, ad prelia seri, / est venter quorum deus atque vorago ciborum, / vos fece 
cervisie pleni vacuique sophie / precolitis Bacum suberit cum tempus opacum; / tunc Venus obscena subit 
apponendo vene<na>.’ 
102 Only the inhabitants of Canterbury and Dorchester still have tails. The first Angles had tails; those of 
pure lineage retained their tails, the others have been murdered. Those who were the product of 
intermarriage lost them. The tail bearers had been unwilling to embrace Christianity, it took Augustine 
two years. They descended from the King Englans, originating from Engle, a region near the Tower of 
Babel. Enklaar, Gestaarte Engelsman, 4. Eustache Duchamps, joking about tails and drinking, questions 
what the Englishman should do with his tail in Balade 868, on a visit to Calais. Cf. Iris Black, ‘An 
accidental Tourist in the Hundred Years’ War: Images of the foreign World in Eustache Deschamps’, in 
in Forde, Johnson, and Murray (eds), Concepts of National Identity, 171-187, here at 177-178.  
103 Randall, ‘Medieval Slander’, 34. 
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Edward I and the English, referring to scorpions’ tales and treachery.104 By the late thirteenth 

century, in the wars between England and Scotland, men shouted before battle that the English were 

canes caudatos, tailed dogs; or apes. They were also compared to rats in the early fourteenth 

century, or eels. 105 In addition, in the thirteenth century, the image arose that they hatched eggs, as 

the Old French cové meant both to hatch and ‘tailed’, implying stupidity, brooding and scheming.106 

In the fourteenth century, in a commentary of Benvenuto d’Imola, the Gascons were thus said to 

have wolves’ tails, the English snakes’ tails.107  

     Testimony to the fact that the use of the image of the tailed Englishman caused affront can be 

found in Matthew Paris’ Chronica Majora. In 1250, during the Sixth Crusade, a dispute arose 

between Robert of Artois and the Templars and Hospitaller knights, who were blamed for conniving 

with the Saracens and deliberately procuring the failure of the Crusades. William Longuespée tries 

to intervene to calm tempers and placate Robert of Artois, referring to the divide between East and 

West, and the Saracens’ strength and craft, which the Templars had experienced before. However, 

Robert of Artois retorted and, ‘shouting as the French do and swearing indecently, gave tongue to 

the following invective in the hearing of many: “How cowardly these timid people with tails are! 

How blessed, how clean, this army would be if purged of tails and tailed people!” The shamed 

William, provoked and upset by these insulting words, replied: “Count Robert, I shall assuredly 

advance unafraid of any danger of impending death. We shall be today, I fancy, where you will not 

dare to touch my horse’s tail.” And, putting on their helmets and unfurling their banners they 

resumed their advance against their enemies, who covered a spacious plain, and the hills and valleys 

on all sides.’108 

                                                      
104 See also comment end thirteenth century in John of Oxenedes on the Barons’ War: ‘Anglicus est 
caudatus plenus versutiis fallax et instabilis et exanimatus.’ Neilson, ‘Medieval Slander’, 10 
105 Enklaar, Gestaarte Engelsman, 11-14.   
106 The joke is mentioned in the early second part 13th century in the Vie de St. Remi. In fourteenth-
century manuscripts there is also mention of Bretons hatching eggs. Cf. Randall, ‘Medieval Slander’, 36.  
107 ‘Vascones, dit Benvenuto, dicuntur in partibus. Gallie habere caudam lupinam propter rapacitatem, 
juxta illud: Anglicus anguinam fert caudam, Vasco lupinam.’ Langlois, ‘Les Anglais du Moyen Âge’, 
309-310; Cf. Notes and Queries 4 February 1893, 108; see also 18 February 1893, 155 and 28 January 
83-84. 
108 Matthew Paris, Cronica Majora anno 1250, ed. Luard, vol. 5, 151, transl. Richard Vaughan, The 
Illustrated Chronicles of Matthew Paris; Observations of Thirteenth-Century Life (Gloucester 1993), 169: 
‘more Gallico reboans et indecenter jurans, audientibus multis os in haec convitia resolvit, dicens: “O 
timidorum caudatorum formidolositas, quam beatus, quam mundus praesens foret exercitus, si a caudis 
purgaretur et caudatis.” Quod audiens Willelmus verecundatus, et de verbi offendiculo lacessitus et 
commotus, respondit: “O comes Roberte, certe procedam imperterritus ad quaeque imminentia mortis 
pericula. Erimus, credo, hodie, ubi non audebis caudam equi mei attingere.” Et apponentes galeas et 
explicatis signis progressum contra hostes, qui spatiosam planiciem, montes, et valles undique 
cooperuerunt.’ A similar incident is related in Matthew Paris, Chronica Majora, ed. Luard, vol 5, 134. 
Robert Artois had claimed the booty won by the English; after William Longsword, Earl of Salisbury, 
complained about this to Robert Artois’ brother Frenck King Louis IX, to no avail, and left for Acre, the 
following was said: ‘fertur etiam comes Atrebatensis super his dixisse cum cachinno. “Nunc bene 
mundatur magnificorum exercitus Francorum a caudatis.” Quod in multorum auribus offendiculum 
generavit.’ Cf. Chronicle of Lanercost, on the defeat of 1217 at Lincoln: ‘Rex in Rupella / regnat et 
amodo bella. / Non timet Anglorum / quia caudas fregit eorum.’ In reply, the English claimed to use tails 
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Ethnic ridicule and invective, expressed verbally on social platforms, might sharpen identities 

and humiliate the ethnic other. By ridiculing the other, internal group solidarity and awareness might 

increase. As said above, these flytings might also serve as a release mechanism for inhibiting 

emotions, creating order through play, typically in oral societies. In his twelfth-century description 

of London, William FitzStephen tells us how on feastdays young clerics engaged in flytings as if 

they were in a wrestling match, where ‘boys of different schools strive against each other in verses, 

or contend about the principles of grammar and the rules governing the past and future tenses. 

Others use epigrams, rhythm and metre in the old trivial banter; they pull their comrades to pieces 

with “Fescennine [scurrilous] Licence”, mentioning no names, they dart abuse and gibes, and mock 

the faults of their comrades and sometimes even those of their elders, using Socratic wit and biting 

harder even than the tooth of Theon in daring dithyrambics. Their hearers, ready to enjoy the joke, 

wrinkle up their noses as they guffaw in applause.’109 This raises the question how these attacks 

functioned as means of expressing superiority and humiliation of the other, but also as ‘aggressive 

games’ in which social tensions could be relieved and order created through  disciplined aggression. 

Moreover, Geraldine Heng has emphasized that negative stereotypes could serve as negotiating tools 

which the ethnic other could appropriate as badges of identity worn with pride. In the vernacular 

Richard Coer de Lyon, for example, King Richard takes to joking about tails in references to 

homosexuality.110 These final questions will be approached through examination of a number of 

passages from Boncompagno da Signa’s university lectures on the art of rhetoric, performed at 

Bologna in the early parts of the thirteenth century. How the use of stereotypes in these lectures 

might have enhanced feelings both of superiority, and humiliation, forging stronger identities but 

also relieving tensions, is discussed below. 

  

Dissolving ethnic tensions 

Besides morally denouncing the other as inferior, ethnic ridicule, employed within an international 

setting, can also disarm hostile relations, creating a more extensive ‘us group’. Nicolino Applauso 

has examined how invective and curses employed in late medieval Italian city-states functioned 

within social relations, political and religious contexts, civic chaos and violence. As he argues, 
                                                                                                                                                            
to hang the French: ‘Ad nostras caudas / Francos, ductos et alaudas / Perstrinxit restis: / superset 
Lincolnia testis.’ Charles, brother of French King, also compares tailed Englishmen to dogs. Cf. Neilson, 
Medieval Slander, 8-9; Enklaar, Gestaarte Engelsman, 4. 
109 William FitzStephen, Descriptio Nobilissimi Civitatis Londoniae XI, in Munimenta Gildhallæ 
Londoniensis: Liber albus, Liber custumarum, et Liber Horn, ed. Henry Thomas Riley (3 volunmes, 
London 1860), vol. 2, 6: ‘Pueri diversarum scholarum inter se versibus conrixantur, aut de principiis artis 
grammaticae, aut de regulis praeteritorum vel futurorum contendunt. Sunt alii qui in epigrammatibus, 
rhythmis, et metris, utuntur vetere illa triviali dicacitate; licentia Fescennina socios, suppressis nominibus, 
liberius lacerant; loedorias jaculantur et scommata; salisbus Socraticis sociorum, vel forte majorum, vitia 
tangent; ne mordacius dente rodant procaciori, audacioribus convitiis. Auditores “multum ridere parati / 
Ingeminant tremulos naso crispante cachinnos”.’ An English translation is printed in David C. Douglas 
and George W. Greenaway (transl.), English Historical Documents (12 volumes, London 1953), vol. 2, 
no. 281, 1024-1030, here at 1025-1026. 
110 Heng, Empire of Magic, 92-96. 
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invective ‘emerges from and reflects an ethical engagement’ and its confrontational nature may 

serve as a tool to resolve tensions, as a release mechanism.111 Humour can also defuse hostility, 

releasing inhibitions, condensing and displacing aggression.112 This was also argued by Martha 

Bayless, who writes that religious humour, instead of being subversive and disruptive, could serve a 

cathartic function. In repetitive social systems, ritual rebellion (such as in the inversion of carnival) 

acting out conflicts emphasizes the social cohesion within which these conflicts exist. Role reversal, 

for example, thus served to ease tension between different social groups.113 As long as invective was 

recognized as play among adults, its form of humour could also encourage group cohesion.114 It 

might serve as mechanism releasing tensions, disciplining aggression. 

Schools and universities (but also locations of pilgrimage or crusading armies) were sites where 

men of different ethnic backgrounds gathered.115 That these places of encounter might be a stage of 

animosity is evident from Jacques de Vitry’s remark about stereotyping and violence in twelfth-

century Paris. In view of the relational aspect of identity, discussed above, the resonance of 

stereotypes employed might thus have further sharpened awareness of ethnic identities.116 The 

language of ethnic invective employed in these international educational centres was deliberately 

aggressive and amusing. Indeed, in accordance with the rules of rhetoric, use of invective and 

humour in education gained the attention of the students. It may also, however, have served as a 

means to express and defuse tensions among groups with different backgrounds. Closer examination 

of the writings of one rhetorician, Boncompagno da Signa, might offer some insights. Boncompagna 

da Signa (c. 1165-1240) taught in Bologna, the only town where the ars dictaminis was studied as a 

separate discipline, in front of an international audience of students. 

The rhetorical precept to attack character in a verbal assault, genus demonstrativum, was 

practised in extenso by this highly colourful, not to say brash, rhetorician. Boncompagno’s lively 

readings in rhetoric were extremely popular and attracted large crowds; poor students were allowed 

to attend for free. The story of how he conceived the Palma (c. 1198), the manual in letter writing 

under consideration here, is remarkable. More than any other rhetorician, Boncompagno was known 

for his distaste for the highly ornate, artificial, classicistic rhetoric taught in French cathedral schools 

such as Orleans. Instead, he championed the use of simple, efficient, original language – even 

dismissing the influence of Cicero in his own teachings.117 He deplored artificiality, ornate 

amplification, and even broke a lance for the employment of the singular pronoun ‘ego’ and ‘tu’ 

                                                      
111 Applauso, Curses, 3. 
112 Idem, 12-13.  
113 Bayless, Parody in the Middle Ages, 189. 
114 Idem, 191-192. Bayless refers here to Johan Huizinga’s argument in Homo ludens.  
115 See Schmugge, ‘Über “nationale” Vorürteile’. 
116 See Weeda, ‘Ethnic Stereotyping in Twelfth-Century Paris’. 
117 The ars dictaminis was influential especially in the French cathedral schools of Tours, Orleans and 
Meung, although here more rooted in a grammatical rather than rhetorical-legal tradition. Camargo, 
‘Rhetoric’, 109-110. 
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instead of the common ‘nos’ and ‘vos’ in letter writing.118 The dictatores’ goal was practical, to 

persuade an audience in contemporary language, conforming to the customs and prejudices of their 

day.119 But Boncompagno’s tone was arrogant and his ridicule of the followers of the school of 

Orleáns made him enemies in both that city and in Bologna. After publication of his Quinque 

tabulae salutationum, his adversaries in the Bolognese collegium consequently plotted revenge, at 

least according to Boncompagno. Upon obtaining a copy of the manuscript they erased the title, 

wetted the pages, and let them hang in smoke, supposedly aging the parchment. They then convened 

a meeting of masters and students and charged Boncompagno of theft, of strutting with borrowed 

plumes – of plagiarism. After all, they had found an old manuscript containing the same text, about a 

century old. Seemingly, the audacity of claiming to invent original material instead of drawing from 

the ancients was unforgiveable.  

It is not unlikely that Boncompagno made up this story himself, staging a clever plot in which he 

lets his adversaries consider originality as a crime to be punished by setting up a trap of plagiarism 

(thus implicitly acknowledging the value of originality). According to his account, he was 

subsequently jeered off by his opponents; his reputation in shreds, Boncompagno retreated into 

seclusion for nine days. When he remerged, he bore with him the Palma, which he proceeded to read 

out loud in public.120 Like Abelard a century before him, the intellectual battle was fought out in 

front of an audience, and egos were headstrong.  

Boncompagno performed before a live audience of different ethnic and social groups, reciting his 

precepts of invective orally.121 This is an abbreviated passage from what he read out loud, which I 

quote in full as it might offer insight into how such a text solicited reactions and stirred emotions in 

the audience. Its extensive, inclusive nature left nobody out:  

 

A clause is a certain part of any tract which contains in it sometimes two, or three, or four, or 

five, or six, or even seven distinctions. For it can be constructed from at least two distinctions; to 

use more than seven is however of no value whatsoever, for if the distinctions are greater, the 

meaning of the phrase/discourse will be rendered obscure. From two in this manner: the 

Armenians and the Greeks grow beards from ancient custom (or otherwise: the Armenians and 

Greeks grow beards, in order to appear more authoritative in everything). From three: the Indians 

worship the Lord, who is the truth itself, and revere the Father in spirit and truth, rejecting 

falsehood. Or else: Babylonia is adorned with gold and precious stones, and, overflowing with 

various kinds of fragrances and spices, produces the balsam of fruits of paradise. Or else: the 

minds of the Saracens are so blindly enshrouded in dark gloom, that they daily lave their genitals, 
                                                      
118 Ronald G. Witt, ‘Boncompagno and the Defense of Rhetoric’ in Journal of Medieval and 
Renaissance Studies 16 (1986), 1-31. 
119 Idem, 5. 
120 Related by Carl Sutter, Aus Leben und Schriften des Magisters Boncompagno (Freiburg I. B., 1894), 
42-51.  
121 Applauso, Curses, 111. 
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in the belief that they are thus appeasing the Lord. Or else: the Sheikh of the Mountain built a 

false paradise on earth, where he raised certain men from boyhood, who afterwards were not 

afraid to suffer death for him. Or else: Suriani122 defile themselves with adulterous crime and, 

contriving all kinds of harlotry, for example continually fornicating prostitutes. The sagacious 

Greeks and envious Sicilians pursue the art of magic and, conjuring up marvellous things, often 

drink poisoned cups. Or else: Miramominin123 resides in the blossoming town of Marrakech, and 

today surpasses all mortals in wealth, balancing it on the scales of secular justice. From four in 

this manner: the whole world proclaims that the defenceless Calabrians, the timid Apulians and 

the Sardinians are damned to the vice of jealousy and servility.124 Or otherwise: I see that by 

effect Africans are naked, Ethiopians savage,125 and the people of the Provence liars.126 Or 

otherwise: the Corsicans might be highly commended for their courtliness, if they were not 

thieves and traitors, and if they did not afterwards steal what they had first given away. The 

Romans, forever rousing up wars and strife, do not fear to engage in civil wars, and becoming 

unmindful of their former glory, do not cease to exact money with fraud and violence. Or 

otherwise: the Tuscans would use their own resources commendably and sparkle with many 

virtues, if a cloud of fraud and envy did not easily cast them in darkness.127 Or otherwise: the 

Lombards are the patrons of liberty, outstanding defenders of the law, and those who most often 

                                                      
122 In Latin texts, Suriani generally denoted local Christians in the Levant who spoke Arabic or Syriac. 
See Christopher Hatch MacEvitt, The Crusades and the Christian World of the East: Rough Tolerance 
(Philadephia, 2007), 102-103.   
123 According to Alexander Patschovsky, Miramominin should probably be identified with the Arab title 
Amīr al-Mu’minīn (Commander of the Faithful) which was used by the Almohad rulers since the time of 
the Berber Abd al-Mu’minīn (1133-1163), who is possibly also known as Mesulmut. He and his 
successors held the whole of North Africa and Muslim Spain. See Alexander Patschovsky, ‘The Holy 
Emperor Henry “the First” as One of the Dragon’s Heads of the Apocalypse: On the Image of the Roman 
Empire under German Rule in the Tradition of Joachim of Fiore’, in Viator 29 (1998), 291-322, here at 
301-302, esp. note 39. 
124 Apulia had been held successively by the Goths, Lombards, and Byzantines. In 1059 the Norman 
Robert Guiscard created the duchy of Apulia, which was part of the regnum Siciliae until 1282. Calabria 
was also part of the kingdom of Sicily. Sardinia, however, was at this time divided into four sovereign 
judicatives.  
125 It was not uncommon to declare Ethiopia (and Africans in general) as a region habituated by savage 
peoples with monstrous appearances, also known as the Plinian races. See Wright, Geographical Lore, 
303. The image was related to notion that they were descendants of the accursed Ham, who embodied 
uncivilized man. See Friedman, The Monstrous Races, 48, 102. For the savagery of the Ethiopians, see 
for example Isidore, Etymologiae IX 2,125: ‘Extremi autem quia saevi et a consortio humanitatis remoti’, 
drawing on Servius, Ecl. VIII 44 who writes: ‘Populi Africae. Extremi autem, saevi, quasi a consortio 
humanitatis remote,’ and Etymologiae XIV 5, 14: ‘Eziopia ubi sunt gentes diverso vultu et monstruosa 
specie orribilis preversa usque ad fines Egipti.’ 
126 Cf. Gervase of Tilbury, Otia imperialia II 12: ‘That is why there are strong breezes near the fast-
flowing waters of the Rhône, and windy people are born there, who are empty-headed, inconstant, and 
extremely unreliable in their promises. […] Its people, whom we call the Provençals, are shrewd in 
judgment, untrustworthy in their promises, hard-working when they want to be, warlike though only 
lightly-armed, generous in offering food in spite of their poverty, cunning in mischief-making, silent in 
suffering abuse…’  
127 Boncompagno’s negative opinion of the inhabitants of Tuscany is remarkable, geiven that he himself 
originated from Signa. Perhaps it is a sign of opportuneness, as Bologna, where he was lecturing, was a 
member of the Lombard League.   
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fight to protect their freedom, are deservedly the senators of Italy.128 Or otherwise: the 

inhabitants of the March are judged by all to be fools,129 the people of Romagna to be traitors and 

double-tongued,130 and the Dalmatians and Croatians fishermen. Or otherwise: the courtly march 

of Verona has derived its name from celebrated Verona, which is the capital of three provinces 

and is adorned with indescribable pleasantness.131 From five in this manner: I proclaim that the 

customs of the beast-like Slavs to be detestable, hoping to avoid each and every one of them as a 

community, who may deservedly not be called human beings but animals, and, although they 

have the form of human beings, yet in many ways live as animals. And from six in this way: 

Hungarians of little faith stuff themselves with food, an abundance feeds all, they bestow many 

gifts and, like velocious hunters, roam through the woods all the time. The shapely, furious 

fighters of Bohemia, of whom the Poles differ but little, defile themselves in drunkenness and eat 

raw meat, but the wild people of Ruthenia go out hunting. The fury of the Germans, the rapacity 

of the Alobroges, the arrogance of the French, the Spanish for their mules, the English for their 

tails and the mendacity of the Scots are often cause for derision.132  

 

It is easy to imagine how Boncompagno entertained and struck a chord in his treatment of clauses in 

the Palma. Transmigrating from the east via northern Africa and southern Italy to the northern 

regions of Italy, the catalogue reaches the apex of justice in Lombardy. If the first stereotypes are 

about ancient or religious groups, Boncompagno soon turns to the peoples surrounding him. In a 

concentric movement Boncompagno then migrates even further north, into more unpleasant lands, 

where the beast-like Slavs, drunken Bohemians and Poles, furious Germans and mendacious Scots 

reside. By characterizing these peoples as on the ‘edge of civilization’ and barely human, 

Boncompagno is appealing to the prejudices held by the inhabitants of ‘civilized’ Western Europe. 

The eating of raw flesh by the Bohemians and Poles carried with it implications of their beastlike 

inhumanity, as Raw Meat-Eaters were one of the monstrous races.133 Equally, the Hungarians, 

roaming through the woodlands, are famished. ‘A very ferocious people, more cruel than any 

monster’, as Regino of Prüm had said at the turn of the tenth century, these Hungri (an etymological 

explanation for the Hungarians coined by his contemporary Remigius of Auxerre) had left the 

                                                      
128 In 1164, Bologna had joined the Lombard League.  
129 Cf. the late medieval poem ‘Gentium quicum mores’, in which the people of the March, together with 
those of Lusatia and the Slavs, are described as ‘thieves’, for the most part lazy and vile. Walther, 
‘Scherz’, no. 72 vs. 18; Peiper, ‘Europäischer Völkerspiegel’, 103-106.  
130 The people of Romagna: Ravenna and its surroundings.  
131 In 1167 the Veronese League had joined the Lombard League.  
132 See Appendix XI for the full Latin text; from Boncompagno da Signa, Palma, ‘Quid sit clausula et ex 
quot distinctionibus consistere possit’ in Carl Sutter (ed.), Aus Leben und Schriften des Magisters 
Boncompagno (Freiburg I. B., 1894), 122-123. 
133 Friedman, The Monstrous Races, 18 and 28. 
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regions of Scythia in order to still their hunger. These, too, are raw flesh-eaters, descendants of Gog 

and Magog, and hunter-gatherers, thus lacking the civilization of a sedentary agricultural society.134   

In Boncompagno’s unsurprising overview, the apex of civilization is seated in northern Italy: ‘the 

Lombards are the patrons of liberty, outstanding defenders of the law, and those who most often 

fight to protect their freedom, are deservedly the senators of Italy’. Boncompagno is assuredly 

alluding to the struggles against the German emperor’s claims to authority over the communes of 

northern Italy.135 Possibly, the diatribe that the Romagni are ‘traitors and double-tongued’ may be 

interpreted as an attack on their disloyalty to the Lombard League following Frederick Barbarossa’s 

campaign in late 1174. Notably, Boncompagno’s political viewpoint seems to take precedence over 

any local pride in his patria, the Tuscan town of Signa, for the Tuscans, ‘would use their own 

resources commendably and sparkle with many virtues, if a cloud of fraud and envy did not easily 

cast them in darkness’.  

By roaming across the planes from East to West, and ridiculing almost every ethnic group along 

the way, Boncompagno is playing a game of expectation with his audience. The international student 

audience, including members of many ethnic groups mentioned in this catalogue, were each targeted 

one by one. Jeers and laughter perhaps rippled through the crowd, as each took his turn to be 

ridiculed and blamed. Only Lombardy – notably the location where all these students resided – was 

excepted.  Through inclusion, sparing only the patrons of liberty, laughter at the expense of others 

was a shared experience. Laughter here could bring relief, let off steam, disciplining aggression, 

under a tacit agreement not to revert to physical violence but instead to cooperate. It would also, of 

course, have livened up the classroom, catching the students’ attention. 

Another instance can be found in Boncompagno’s discussion on suspended, quasi-final and final 

clauses. Here, Boncompagno explicitly refers to the emotional expectancy which the image of ‘Italy’ 

might arise in the minds of the audience -- here, he was certainly not loathe to appeal to a sense of 

Italian pride, to emotions aroused at the sound of the word Italy. His example of a suspended clause, 

which ‘keeps the mind of the hearer in suspense’, reads: ‘Since Italy alone among all the provinces 

of the world enjoys the privilege of liberty…,’ leaving his audience in a state of happy expectancy. 

The mind of the hearer is thereupon informed about the meaning of the utterance, namely that 

‘…one should especially defer to the Italians…’. Finally, the hearer is made certain of the meaning 

of the utterance, ‘…and the provinces of the world are deservedly required to be subject to the 

                                                      
134 See for the etymology of the Hungarians Sager, ‘Hungarians as vremde in Medieval Germany’, in 
Albrecht Classen (ed.), Meeting the Foreign in the Middle Ages (New York 2002), 27-44, here at 27-30. 
Remigius of Auxerre’s etymological explanation can be found in Epistola ad D. episcopum virdunensem, 
PL 131, Col. 968A. For Regino of Prüm’s characterization of the Hungarians, see his Chronicon, MGH 
Scriptores rerum germanicarum, 131. Both are discussed by Sager.  
135 Phillip James Jones, The Italian City-State: from Commune to Signoria (Oxford 1997), 336-340. In 
this sense, Lombardy seems to entail more than ‘a mere geographic expression, with no civic, nor broadly 
“political” identity’, although this is an isolated example. Cf. Diego Zancani, ‘Lombardy in the Middle 
ages’, in Alfred P. Smyth, Medieval Europeans (New York 2002), 217-232, here at 223 and 227. Zancani 
was not able to find any examples of the political use of the word Lombardy. 
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Italians.’ It is easy to imagine how Boncompagno delivered this lesson in front of his audience of 

students, pausing after the first phrase, and thus allowing his students to directly experience what he 

was teaching: to use suspension and appeal to emotion.136 

Boncompagno da Signa’s enumeration of stereotypes in both the Palma and the Rhetorica 

antiqua was meant to bring a touch of laughter to the lecture room. On 26 March 1215, 

Boncampagno was ceremoniously crowned with a laurel palm for his Rhetorica antiqua, which he 

read out in front of the college of professors of civil and canon law. 137 Adding a satirical edge, the 

Rhetorica antiqua addresses ‘the mourning customs’ of various peoples.138 Here, however, the 

people of Romagna and Lombardy are also full of guile: ‘The Lombards and Romagnoles display 

but little wailing and tears, and while thus murmuring, hasten themselves in throngs above the body 

of the dead. And in order to simulate lamentation there are many who wet their eyes with saliva or 

prick their eyelids, so that it seems as if they are lamenting. And in such a manner these people make 

a mockery of lamentation.’ Boncompagno himself continues to make a mockery of the northern 

peoples and their typical drinking habits: ‘The English, Bohemians, Poles, Ruthenians and Slavs mix 

their tears with drink until they are in a state of drunkenness, and thus consoled, they retain their 

usual merriment.’ His discussion of the Germans, who speak in soft voices, is a playful inversion of 

their stereotypical harsh voices and rough character.  

These kinds of jests are redolent with the atmosphere of both mockery and reproach, typical of 

the Latin literature written by secular clerics and monks of the twelfth century. Some of the gibes 

about character seem to serve by and large as convivial, sarcastic amusement. These sarcastic jokes 

hover somewhere on the border between satire, ridicule, and invective. Boncompagno’s sneers about 

the raw flesh-eating Poles, Bohemians and roaming Hungarians, are typical pokes at ‘less civilized’ 

peoples. But it must not be forgotten that there were many foreign students in Bologna, or Paris, who 

had formed collegia or student nations according to their place of birth.139 Boncompagno’s lectures 

in the ars dictaminis must surely have been accompanied by roars of jeering and pointing of fingers, 

                                                      
136 This is, it would seem, a strikingly early expression of the concept of the ‘liberty of Italy’, generally 
connected to the confederation of republics striving for civic freedom against Giangaleazzo Visconti of 
Milan at the end of the fourteenth century. See Teresa Hankey, ‘Civic Pride versus Feelings for Italy in 
the Age of Dante’, in Smyth, Medieval Europeans, 196-216, here at 196; H. Baron, The Crisis of the 
Early Italian Renaissance (Princeton, 1955), 446-448; N. Rubinstein, ‘Florence and the Despots: Some 
Aspects of Florentine Diplomacy in the Fourteenth Century’ in Transactions of the Royal Historical 
Society II (1952), 21-45. A display of unity among the communes, coined in the use of the word Italia, 
was however, as Boncompagno himself was aware, a necessity, for it was local divisions which could 
make Italy vulnerable to submission. Jones, The Italian City-State, 339, esp. note 16. Cf. Boncompagno 
da Signa, Liber de obsidione Ancone 3: ‘Contingit enim multotiens ut multi facere anelent quod eos 
postmodum trahit in exitium et servitutem, sicut fecerunt Lonbardi ad tempus, qui Mediolanum ob 
invidiam destruxerunt; unde ante illius rehedificationem sub quodam servitutis vincula tenebantur. Nam 
oppinio me in hanc trahit sententiam, ut non credam Italiam posse fieri tributariam alicui, nisi ex 
Italicorum malitia prodederet ac livore; in legibus enim habetur, quod Italia non est provincia, sed domina 
provinciarum.’   
137 Also known as the Bonconpagnus, 1215, revised in 1226. 
138 See Appendix XII for text and translation. 
139 Kibre, The Nations, 3-6. 
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sharpening the ethnic divide, yet at the same time unifying the clerics in laughter emphasizing unity 

in diversity.   

 

The use of stereotypical images thus enlivened the classroom, and facilitated understanding, as they 

would have been easy to understand for the students. Medieval educational texts taught students to 

praise and blame, by using images which meant something to their audience.140 By studying the ars 

rhetorica or dictaminis, students thus became familiar with ethnic stereotypes, probably having to 

memorize and internalize such images. The fact that the students were surrounded by the peoples 

described in the school books would have stirred their interest in these stereotypes as they could be 

applied in daily life. Employing ethnic stereotypes in the literature of the artes curriculum therefore 

both resonated with and reinforced the mental images in the students' minds.141  

The ability to make plays on ethnic identities indicates that they were strong markers of identity. 

These stereotypes were generally vicious, but sometimes also contained a playful edge. Humour and 

ridicule could thus defuse as well as infuriate. Jokes are also indicators of the acceptance of ethnic 

‘otherness’. In the scholiae in the thirteenth-century codex of German provenance, the Teuton is 

glossed: ‘The Germans are positioned under the planet of Mars, and are for that reason naturally 

bellicose of character, for their customs are cruel. For that reason, also, the Romans have inserted in 

their liturgy: “Save us, o Lord, from the German fury.”’142 Besides harsh attacks such playful stabls 

indicate acceptance, and even bemused affection for the co-religious ethnic other in Western Europe. 

  

                                                      
140 Blaicher, ‘Zur Entstehung nationaler Stereotypen’, 568-569. 
141 Unfortunately, this has remained so throughout times, as authors of school textbooks have continued 
to employ them in didactic literature, something which Günther Blaicher also has noted. Thomas Graves 
Law, Collected Essays and Reviews of Thomas Graves Law, ed. P. Hume Brown (Edinburgh, 1904), 11. 
In London British Library Royal 12 C IX f. 179 and Göttingen, Luneb. 2; cf. J. Werner, Lateinische 
Sprichwörter des Mittelalters 85/2, 20. Walther, ‘Scherz’, no. 28 and 118. According to Thomas Graves 
Law, the students in medieval Paris used to chant ‘The Norman sings, the English drink, the German eats’ 
in the Paris’ taverns during feasts, such as after matriculation. If this is true (unfortunately, he does not 
mention a source), then this is testimony to how images from Geoffrey of Vinsauf’s treatise on rhetoric 
were applied directly by students in medieval Paris. 
142 ‘Teutonici enim constituti sunt sub Marte illo planeta, et ideo naturaliter sunt bellicosi de more quia 
secundum consuetudinem crudeles sunt. Inde etiam Romani habent in letania sua 'A furore 
Theutonicorum libera nos, Domine.'‘ See Walter of Châtillon, Alexandreis, ed. Colker, 455-456, and also 
482. In Vienna, Nationalbibliothek Vindobonensi MS 568. 
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*** 

According to Rees Davies, there were three reasons for imposing civilizing notions on ethnic groups 

in the later Middle Ages. First, Christian Europe wished to impose moralizing norms. Second, the 

Church specifically wished to impose unifying norms. And third, there was a desire for political 

uniformity.1 In addition, we might add that the ‘evolutionary’ concept of civilizing notions justified 

subjugation of ethnic groups such as the Irish, denying them rights, as Anglo-Norman settlers 

‘brought civilization’ to a region marred (from an Anglo-Norman point of view) by a fragmented 

political organization, a nomadic life, an underdeveloped agricultural production and a generally 

‘barbaric’ way of life. 

Besides the introduction of the concept of an ‘evolutionary civilizing process’ in the twelfth 

century, there was a general interest in shaping manners and behaviour. Contemporaneous manuals, 

as John Gillingham has argued, appeared in this period prescribing courtly manners, including table 

etiquette and sexual mores – centuries before Norbert Elias’ starting signal for a civilizing process in 

the sixteenth century.2 In the next two chapters I will examine how this new emphasis on cultivating 

manners might have been relevant to ethnic groups as a norm which they might desire to 

appropriate. In chapters 7 and 8 I will discuss how images of ethnicity, balancing on various rungs of 

civilization, might be employed in the French, German and English territories in order to stake a 

position within Christendom, thus offering degrees of access to social status and power (in 

Bourdieu’s terms, symbolic capital). Ethnic stereotypes, measured against socio-cultural values, 

might thus serve as a form of ‘cultural capital’ in order to position ethnic group members within 

Christendom. The evolving notions of courtliness offered group members a benchmark against 

which their own reputations might be compared.  

Instead of emphasizing the unifying ideal of Christendom, in chapters 7 and 8 I view idealized 

socio-cultural norms as offering a context in which ethnic groups might compete with one another, 

depending on their success in accumulating courtly characteristics. If, within Christendom, emphasis 

might lie on the virtues of restraint, contrasting ethnic stereotypes – such as that of German fury – 

might weaken any claim to being a defender of Christendom, with its ensuing power. In chapter 7, I 

examine the expression of chivalric values contrasted in French-German stereotypes, specifically 

within the framework of the Crusades, as knights competed to serve in God’s militia. In chapter 8 I 

discuss the notion of English courtliness, contrasted to the Keltish backwardness and French 

                                                      
1 Davies, ‘The Peoples of Britain and Ireland 1100-1400 III. Laws and Customs’, 17-18. 
2 John Gillingham, ‘From Civilitas to Civility: Codes of Manners in Medieval and Early Modern 
England’ in Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, sixth series 12 (2002), 267-289; see for 
example ‘The Facetus: or, The Art of Courtly Living’, transl. Alison Goddard Elliott, in Allegorica 2 
(1977), 27-57; cf. Elias, Civilizing Process, 42-83; Elias does acknowledge the existence of earlier 
twelfth-thirteenth-century manuals (and discusses some sources), yet he believed that the process of 
‘internalization’ of these prescriptions was still nascent and the instilling of shame far less potent than in 
the Renaissance.  
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chivalry, in an attempt by a rising group of clerics to carve out an acceptable reputation after the 

humility of the Norman Conquest.  

Finally, in chapter 9, I discuss how one specific stereotype – that of drunkenness – based upon 

cultural practices – might serve as a justification for the conquest of England, caused by God’s wrath 

at his chosen people. As such, stereotypes – within the specific medieval ethnic-religious context of 

chosenness – might serve to explain the destiny of peoples, as dictated by God. Although there 

might not exist any notion of a national identity in this period, ethnic character was thus viewed to 

play a crucial role in the fate of peoples. 
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7 

French Control and German Rage 
 

‘Both in martial exercises and in polish of manners the men of France are easily first among the 

nations of the West,’ William of Malmesbury claimed in the 1120s.3 Fighting skills and finesse – the 

core business of the courtly nobility – were the demesne of the French in the twelfth century. The 

Normans too (and William’s father was a Norman) were ‘well-dressed to a fault, and particular about 

their food, but this side of any excess. The whole nation is familiar with war, and hardly knows how 

to live without fighting.’4 Excellent martial skills and cultured manners: in William’s opinion the 

French and the Normans epitomized the two key qualities of noble conduct.5  

In the early decades of the twelfth century, northern French cultural and social customs had 

become the benchmark for noble demeanour in North-West Europe. French fashion dictated taste, 

French ‘war games’ (the conflictus Gallicanus) or tournaments were staged on Flemish, English and 

German territory, and the French image of a heavily armed knight on horseback became the standard 

for seals.6 In the 1170s in the romance Cligés, Chrétien de Troyes’ self-congratulatory boast 

proclaimed that chivalry, together with learning, had been translated from Athens via Rome to 

Paris.7 In the 1210s, Wolfram von Eschenbach concurred, noting that Frech were ‘gerîten rîterlîche’, 

                                                      
3 William of Malmesbury, Gesta regum Anglorum II 106, ed. and transl. Mynors, Thomson and 
Winterbottom, vol. 1, 152-153: ‘Est enim gens illa et exercitatione virium et comitate morum cunctarum 
occidentalium facile princeps.’ This high opinion of the French expressed by William of Malmesbury in 
the 1120s, refers in fact to Francia shortly before the year 800, where king Ecgberht lived in exile for a 
number of years. According to William, he used this period ‘as a whetstone with which to sharpen the 
edge of his mind by clearing away the rust of indolence, and to acquire a civility of manners very 
different from the barbarity of his native land’. It would seem a transposition of contemporary fame of the 
French to earlier times. 
4 Idem, III 246, ed. and transl. vol. 1, 460-461: ‘vestibus ad invidiam culti, cibis citra ullum nimietatem 
delicati. Gens militiae assueta et sine bello pene vivere nescia’. See Gillingham, The English in the 
Twelfth Century, 5-6, 28-29; Thomas, The English and the Normans, 254, 316, 56. 
5 For this chapter I refer in general to Meyvaert, ‘Voicing National Antipathy’, 743-763; Koht, ‘Dawn of 
Nationalism’, 265-280; chapter 2 of Kirn’s Frühzeit des Nationalgefühls, 36-61; Schmugge, ‘Über 
“nationale” Vorurteile’, 439-459; chapter 5 in Schneidmüller’s, Nomen patriae, 104-139;  chapter 4 in 
Brühl’s Die Geburt zweier Völker, 243-302; James Westfall Thompson, Feudal Germany (Chicago 
1928), chapter 11, and further references below. 
6 For Germany see Joachim Bumke, Courtly Culture: Literature and Society in the High Middle Ages, 
transl. Thomas Dunlap (Woodstock, New York and London), 79-82. Originally published as Joachim 
Bumke, Höfische Kultur: Literatur und Gesellschaft im hohen Mittelalter (Munich 1986). For admiration 
for the French in England, see Thomas, The English and the Normans, 316-317; Southern, Medieval 
Humanism, 158-159.  
7 Gassman, Translatio studi; Krämer, Translatio imperii et studi, esp. chapter 5. 
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true knights.8 In short, northern France was a fount of culture and chivalry, its inhabitants refined 

and well-mannered.  

As many scholars have argued, from the twelfth century, after a steep decline of royal power in 

the tenth century, the French Capetian dynasty, especially under Philip August, took pains to gain 

more than a nominal, titular power over its vassals, extending its governmental and fiscal grip over 

its domains.9 This period saw a steady strengthening of royal power, both nominally and territorially. 

The taking of Normandy in 1204, and the Languedoc after the Albigensian Crusade in 1227, brought 

large tracts of territory within the royal sphere. The chancellery of Philip August adopted the term 

regnum Franciae, although it was only in 1254 that the chancellery used the title rex Franciae 

instead of rex Francorum, reflecting a growing notion of territorialization of the French monarchy. 

Although Francia continued to denominate the core area of royal power north of the Loire, it could 

now at times (although sometimes as ‘Francia tota’) be employed as a synonym for Gallia.10  

Besides territorial expansion, the self-image of the Franks in relation to their territory and ruling 

dynasty were advanced in symbols of power such as the fleur-de-lis.11 The royal dynasty 

increasingly became the subject of prayers of affection, in the thirteenth century attaining miraculous 

healing powers and strongly identifying with the patron saint of St Denis.12 In both twelfth-century 

Latin and vernacular sources repeated praise sounds of the French territory as a sweet land, ‘the most 

splendid in the world’, and its inhabitants as a beata gens, blessed nation beloved to God.13 Francia 

was the ‘rampart of Christianity’; in a bull issued by Pope Gregory IX in 1239, it is called a new tribe 

of Judah, crowned by the hand of God himself.14 Claims were also made to the Franks’ Carolingian 

ancestry, as at the close of the twelfth century poets were pointing to the Carolingian lineage of 

Philip Augustus and his son Louis VIII (via Isabella of Hainault).15 In the course of the thirteenth 

century, as the royal government clasped the feudal territories in a tightening grip, the idea was also 

                                                      
8 Wolfram von Eschenbach, Willehalm 44 vs. 3-4, ed. Heinzle, 40. 
9 Philippe Contamine, ‘The Growth of the Nation State’, 21-31; Rudolf Schieffer, ‘Frankreich im 
Mittelalter’, 43-59.  
10 Indeed, Francia tota continued to be used to represent the whole of France in the twelfth century, 
where Francia could refer to the northern Seine basin, although it could also be used more or less 
synonymously with Gallia. 
11 Ehlers, ‘Elemente mittelalterlicher Nationsbildung’, 565-587. One famous moment, attested by Suger, 
when the French monarchy adopted symbols to represent power is when Louis the Fat, in 1124 under 
threat from the German imperial and English forces, carried with him into battle the standard of Vexin, 
the abbey’s fief. 
12 For the attachment of the Capetian dynasty to Reims and the narrative of Clovis’ conversion to 
Catholicism, see Jacques le Goff, ‘Reims, City of Coronation’, in Pierre Nora (ed.), Realms of Memory. 
The Construction of the French Past, English transl. Arthur Goldhammer, and ed. by Lawrence D. 
Kritzman (New York), 193-251. 
13 De Planhol, Historical Geography of France, 100-108. 
14 Idem, 96-100. In the fourteenth century, the image of the French as an elect nation and its king as rex 
Christianissimus (which became popular from the reign of Philip IV the Fair) spurned the notion of royal 
miraculous blood. Gradually, with the expansion of the royal house’s control over larger stretches came 
the Christianization of a wider ‘French’ territory. 
15 B. Guenée, ‘Les genealogies entre l’histoire et la politique: la fierté d’être Capétien, en France, au 
Moyen Age’, in Annales Économies Sociétés Civilisations 33/3 (1978), 450-477, here at 464. 
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increasingly put forward that the French monarch was rex Christianissimus, the most Christian king, 

crowned in Reims.16 Most importantly here, however, was the claim that as the new ‘home of 

learning and chivalry’, the Franks appropriated for themselves the role of protectors of the Church, 

assuming leadership in the Crusades, which was reflected in the romantic literature of chivalrous 

deeds and plights and notably in the rhetoric of the crusading mission.17  

This chapter focuses on how the reputation of exercising constraint, bravery, and refined polish 

among the French north of the Loire was especially negotiated against images of the Germans’ 

might, furious minds, barbaric behaviour and bad table manners. This negotiation entailed 

competition – competing with the Germans over claims to strength, valour and power – by putting 

the Germans down – setting off the Germans as coarse, unrefined, raging warriors. Competition was 

fuelled as a result of the French’ and Germans’ common ancestry, geopolitically in the Carolingian 

Empire and historically through a shared past. That the French, despite their common ancestry, yet 

had the ammunition to malign the Germans, was partly prompted by the Germans’ double-edged 

ethnic reputation inherited from antiquity. On the one – positive – hand, they were physically strong, 

tall warriors who scorned death.18 The flip side to their boldness, however, was their furious, 

unrestrained nature, as articulated in antiquity by among others Seneca, Strabo and Josephus.19 In 

ancient times, their furious nature had been grounded ‘scientifically’ on climate theory – the harsh 

cold of the north producing hot-tempered temperaments – and had been encapsulated in the tidy 

classical epithet of the furor Teutonicus.20 In the contemporary medieval world, this epithet – which 

reappears at the end of the eleventh century – was now attached to those knights performing in 

military campaigns. As Len Scales put it, ‘by as early as the eleventh century, the Germans had 

already won a reputation both for physical courage and, in the view of their Italian neighbours and 

victims, for ruthless violence’.21 And although the image resurfaced first on the Italian peninsula, by 

the First Crusade it was also being used by the crusade chroniclers, and in the second half of the 

twelfth century, by French poets writing in the vernacular, singing of the deeds of noble and ill-

famed knights.   

                                                      
16 Le Goff, ‘Reims’, 194. 
17 For Frankish identity in the crusader states, see Alan V. Murray, ‘Ethnic Identity in the Crusader 
States: The Frankish Race and the Settlement of Outremer’, Simon Forde, Lesley Johnson and Alan V. 
Murray, Concepts of National Identity in the Middle Ages (Leeds 1995), 59-73; Cf. Alan V. Murray, 
‘National Identity, Language and Conflict’, in Conor Kostick (ed.), The Crusades and the Near East 
(London 2011), 107-130. 
18 The identification between Germans and weaponry remained strong in the twelfth century; cf. Kästner, 
‘Der groβmächtige Riese und Recke Theuton’, 92; Graus, Lebendige Vergangenheit, 74.   
19 For the image of the Germans in antiquity, see esp. ‘Germans’ in Isaac, The Invention of Racism, 427-
439.  
20  For the reintroduction of the concept of the furor Teutonicus, see Dummler, ‘Über den Furor 
Teutonicus’, 112-126; W.R. Jones, ‘The Image of the Barbarian in Medieval Europe’, 376-407, esp. 398; 
for the Late Middle Ages, see Len Scales, ‘German Militiae’, 41-74, esp. 66-74; Koht, ‘Dawn of 
Nationalism’, 269 for Suger’s use.  
21 Scales, ‘German Militiae’, 44; Thompson, Feudal Germany, 369-372. Scales bases this assumption on 
the sources mentioned in Thompson. 
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This chapter examines how the barbaric-urbane dichotomy gained new importance and emphasis 

in the twelfth century, and how the Germans were specifically targeted as furious madmen. Although 

the German language, in contrast to Romance speech, was qualified as ‘barbarically’ harsh 

throughout the early parts of the Middle Ages, at the end of the eleventh century, ancient socio-

cultural notions of barbarity re-entered North-West Europe, while the ideals of the preudhomme were 

being shaped in courtly milieus. This concurred with the reintroduction of the specific epithet of the 

furor Teutonicus, with its implication that the Germans had raging minds. As I will discuss, 

increasingly in the twelfth century, the use of this epithet and its connotation of lack of civility went 

hand in hand with serious accusations and ridicule of German manners in vernacular epic and Latin 

chronicles. The third part of this chapter discusses how the Crusades accelerated the dichotomy 

between the reputations of the French and German knights, effectually jousting the Germans from 

God’s militia Dei following their uncontrolled violence towards their fellow Christians, instead of 

directed at the religious other. I show how in reports on the First Crusade, monks such as Guibert of 

Nogent and William of Malmesbury strongly emphasized French chivalrous characteristics in God’s 

service, vis-à-vis the Germans, after Pope Urban had turned to the French nobility on his tour to 

preach the crusade in 1095. Culturally belittling their north-easterly neighbour as barbaric, who 

lived, according to William of Malmesbury, in a harsh climate, France now claimed to be the heart of 

learning and chivalry, showing restraint and martial prowess, in contrast to the German’s violent 

nature. This claim was grounded in climate theory, according to which northern France’s temperate 

environment naturally endowed its inhabitants with intelligence and virtuous dispositions, in contrast 

to German coarseness.22 Finally, I discuss the weak reactions from German perspective to the French 

claims to chivalry.  

 

Stereotypes as capital 

According to Robert Bartlett, the French use of the term ‘barbarian’ for the Germans was simply an 

epithet of abuse.23 Expanding the argument, I believe that the use of this epithet betrays a 

complicated interplay of references to reputations and social values, which the northern French 

aristocracy used to affirm their position as true Christian paragons of chivalry, with both cultural and 

political implications. Contrary to Carlrichard Brühl’s opinion that medieval ethnic stereotypes only 

provide the sources for a history of national hatred towards other peoples, I would like to stress that 

images of the other, whether derogatory or commendatory, might reflect upon, reaffirm, sharpen and 

boost ethnic self-images.24 Moreover, in view of the moral norms imposed upon centres of power by 

the clergy, and the importance of personal relations of kinship and social networks in this period, 

ethnic reputations could be a valuable asset or liability in negotiations in a social or political sphere, 

dependent on the contemporary predominating values. In short, as a member of an ethnic group, 
                                                      
22 See chapters 1-3. 
23 Bartlett, Gerald of Wales, 144. 
24 Brühl, Die Geburt zwei Völker, 275; Kirn, Frühzeit des Nationalgefühls, 27. 
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stereotypes can add to or detract from an individual’s socio-cultural capital. Moreover, for such 

capital to gain value meant that it should be measurable; in order to quantify and qualify their 

capital, the French needed an other as a benchmark. 

Crucial in the process of forging, expressing, and reaffirming French identity were the rapidly 

evolving cultural and social norms of noble conduct and character arising at this time, captioned as 

chivalry and courtliness.25 Central to these new norms was a strong emphasis on self-control. Again, 

as Norbert Elias argued, the process of adopting and internalizing new cultural norms of self-

regulatory behaviour, of curbing impulses, often involves the grafting and coercion of negative 

attributes onto others.26 In the process of appropriating and identifying with these norms, the French 

turned to an exemplary antithesis: the German bellicose warrior.27 At first glance, this may seem 

contradictory. Both the French and Germanic groups were once united in the Carolingian empire; the 

Franks were themselves originally a West Germanic ethnic group. Indeed, until the end of the 

eleventh century, the character of the Franks was often described in the same violent terms. Even 

their name was reputedly derived from their ferocity, as Isidore of Seville explains: ‘Others reckon 

that they were named for the brutality of their behaviour, for their behaviour is wild, with a natural 

ferocity of spirit.’28 The Normans, too, although now viewed as elegant and civilized, originally 

descended from piratical Northmen whose mythological founder Antenor was ill-reputed for his 

treachery.29 Conversely, in order for the northern French to emphasize their civility and courtliness, 

it was necessary to juxtapose their identity especially with their close neighbour, with whom they 

had a shared past, but was also a political rival, speaking a different language. By contrasting 

themselves with their German neighbours, the northern French could thus plume themselves in the 

face of the ugly barbarian. Emphasizing classical Germanic stereotypes such as Lucan’s epithet furor 

Teutonicus, the aristocratic French might thus draw a sharper boundary against which their own 

identity might be contrasted. In this light, the use of classic stereotypes of German fury seems to 

                                                      
25 For an overview of scholarship on the concept of chivalry, see David Crouch’s introduction in The 
Birth of Nobility: Constructing Aristocracy in England and France: 900-1300 (Harlow 2005). See in 
general Keen, Chivalry; Richard Barber, The Knight and Chivalry (Woodbridge 2000); Constance 
Brittain Bouchard, ‘Strong of Body, Brave and Noble’: Chivalry and Society in Medieval France (Ithaca 
New York 1998). For the concept of courtliness in England, see chapter 8. 
26 Elias, Civilizing Process, 63-64.  
27 Len Scales has argued convincingly how in the later middle ages, the negative stereotype of the 
German nobility led to a reappraisal of its self-image. See Len Scales, ‘German Militiae: War and 
German Identity in the Later Middle Ages’, in: Past and Present: A Journal of Historical Studies 180 
(2003), 41-82. 
28 Isidore of Seville, Etymologiae IX 101, transl. 198: ‘Alii eos a feritate morum nuncupatos existimant. 
Sunt enim in illis mores inconditi, naturalis ferocitas animorum.’  
29 Orderic Vitalis, for example, still called the Normans ‘furious’ in the early parts of the twelfth century, 
although he also viewed them as paragons of polish and finesse. Potts, ‘Atque unum’, 144-145 argues that 
the reputation for violent behaviour of the Normans was possibly a reaction to accusations of become to 
effeminized and soft as they acculturated with the Franks. Webber, Evolution of Norman Identity, 30-31, 
argues that by the eleventh century the Normans in Normandy had to a degree adopted aspects of 
Christianity and were more or less ‘established’, although outsiders might continue to emphasize their 
treachery in the twelfth century. See further chapter 8. 
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betray more than merely a projection of feelings of anxiety (or desire) on others as a result of the 

imposition of models of self-control.30 The civilizing trend led to a new sense of northern French 

self-confidence in the wake of the Investiture struggle and the First Crusade; calling the Germans 

furious was, for the French, a reaffirmation and self-allotted reward for imposing self-control and 

achieving finesse. It avowed the ‘necessity’ for refinement, and at the same time was a self-

congratulatory boast which created possibilities to amass power. 

 

Barbarity 

Although the tendency to contrast the civilized with the barbarian – whether ‘Cimmerian, Scythian, 

Celt, German, Tartar or Turk’ – is one of longevity, the concept and attribution of barbarity had 

fluctuated over the centuries up till the 1100s.31 In antiquity, barbarity was contrasted with the Greek 

politico-cultural ideal of the polis and associated linguistically with non-Greek speaking peoples 

such as the Scythes.32 The concept remained unchanged under imperial Roman rule, where 

Romanitas embodied civilization, manners, subjectivity to law and moral probity, whereas barbarity 

represented lawlessness, savagery and cruelty. These images were subsequently grafted onto the 

invading and migrating bands of Germanic peoples, who were generally viewed as tough and 

courageous, yet impulsive, with little regard for death and wild beast-like tempers, as Flavius 

Josephus (died c. 100 AD) put it, or, in the words of Seneca, a wild and free people ‘in the manner of 

lions and wolves who can neither serve nor command, for they do not have the power of a human 

intellect but a wild and unmanageable one’.33 The Gauls however, although once fierce warriors, had 

been subjected and ‘softened’ as a result of their vicinity to Roman civilization and exposure to 

consumer goods imported by merchants.34 As such, Gaul’s reputation was viewed as less barbaric 

than the German regions east of the Rhine.35 

 

With the Christianization of Western Europe, barbarity slowly took on a religious connotation, as 

Christianity, itself viewed as a facet of civilization, coalesced with the ideals of Romanitas. Early 

influential intellectuals such as Ambrose and Augustine remained disdainful and wary of a 

successful conversion of undisciplined Germanic peoples to Christianity, and the antithesis between 
                                                      
30 See Sander Gilman, Difference and Pathology, 19 for stereotypes as the projection of anxiety.  
31 Jones, ‘The Image of the Barbarian’, 378.  
32 The classic study of the Greek view of barbarity is J. Jüthner, Hellenen und Barbaren aus der 
Geschichte des Nationalbewusstseins (Leipzig 1923); see also Thomas Harrison (ed.), Greeks and 
Barbarians (2002); François Hartog, The Mirror of Herodotus: The Representation of the Other in the 
Writing of History (London 1998); Edith Hall, Inventing the Barbarian: Greek Self-Definition Through 
Tragedy (Oxford 1989). 
33 Josephus, De Bello Judaico II 16 4; Seneca, De ira II 15: ‘leonum luporumque ritu ut seruire non 
possunt, ita nec imperare; non enim humani uim ingenii, sed feri et intractabilis habent’. Both citations 
are derived from Isaac, The Invention of Racism, 430-431. See his chapter 12 of The Invention of Racism 
for images of the German in antiquity.  
34 Isaac, The Invention of Racism, 414-415 and 439. 
35 A.S. Alföldi, ‘The Moral Barrier on Rhine and Danube’, in E. Birley (ed.), Congress of Roman 
Frontier Studies (Durham 1952), 1-16. 
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subjection to Roman law and customs and barbaric cruelty and disorderliness remained intact well 

into the sixth century. Still, the distinction between Romanitas and Germanic barbarism slowly 

faded. This was, according to William Jones, mostly due to the sustained success of these ‘barbarian’ 

invaders, who were now pulling the political strings in Western Europe in emerging Germanic 

kingdoms, and whose subjects – Burgundians, Ostrogoths, Franks – were less inclined to describe 

themselves as barbaric. Instead, the new barbarian was now heathen or heretic; the Silesians, 

Pomeranians and Prussians were ‘the most ferocious of barbarous heathens’.36 And as heathen 

practices slowly perished or were accommodated to an expanding Christendom, so barbarity was 

dispelled more and more to the fringes of Europe. As a result, in this period the classical connotation 

of barbarity generally survived only in linguistic terms; Latinitas was juxtaposed to the vernacular or 

insufficient mastery of Latin grammar.37 

Concurrently, difference and animosity predating the twelfth century between the western Franks 

and Germanic groups such as the Bavarians, Swabians, Franconians, and Saxons is clothed mostly in 

a linguistic dichotomy between Romance and Germanic languages.38 On the meeting between West-

Frankish Charles III and East-Frankish Henry I on the Rhine bank near Worms in 920, tenth-century 

Richer of Rheims thus reports: ‘The young Germans and the young French, whose differences in 

language as usual generated animosity towards each other, began first to hurl insults and then to 

draw their swords and inflict mortal wounds.’39 Especially along the Walloon-Germanic linguistic 

border, language rivalry continued into the twelfth century, as for example in the Ysengrimus written 

in Ghent in the early 1150s, in which the ass is described as ‘a wretched German, and as crude as a 

willow-wood pipe, squeezing out guttural words from his Bavarian throat’.40 An (often cited) 

anecdote in the Life of St. Goar by the Frank Wandalbert of Prüm (circa 840) relates how a German 

                                                      
36 In Chronicon Polonorum, ed. Szlachtowski and Köpke, 425: ‘Barbarorum gentilium ferocissimas 
nationes’. For this quotation and further examples see Jones, ‘Image of the Barbarian’, 381-388. 
37 Jones, ‘Image of the Barbarian’, 389. 
38 Meyvaert, ‘Voicing National Antipathy’, 753-758; Kirn, Frühzeit des Nationalgefühls, 37-43; 
Mendels, ‘Nationalismus in der mittelhochdeutschen und mittelniederländischen Literatur’, 299-300; 
Cerwinka, ‘Völkercharakteristiken’, 60; František Graus, Die Nationenbildung der Westslawen im 
Mittelalter, Jan Thorbecke Verlag (Sigmaringen 1980), 40; František Graus, ‘Entstehung der 
mittelalterlichen Staaten’, in Historica 10 (1965), 5-65, here at 60; Maschke, Erwachen des 
Nationalbewusstseins, 4; Mohr, ‘Frage des Nationalismus’, 110. For examples of animosity in Middle 
High German, see Byrn, ‘National Stereotypes Reflected in German Literature’, in Simon Forde, Lesley 
Johnson and Alan V. Murray (eds), Concepts of National Identity in the Middle Ages (Leeds 1995) 137-
153, here at 145. 
39 Richer of Reims, Historiae I 20, ed. Hoffmann, 57: ‘Germanorum Gallorumque iuvenes linguarum 
idiomate offensi, ut eorum mos est cum multa animositate maledictis sese lacessire coeperunt’. 
40 Ysengrimus VI 381-382, transl. Mann 506-507: ‘Teutonicus miser et rudis est ut papa salignus, / 
Stridula Bauarico gutture uerba liquans’. However, the author himself was from the Low Countries. Both 
Voigt and Willems have therefore concluded that the author was – at this rather early date – sympathetic 
to the polish of French culture. Jill Mann, however, interprets this passage as ridiculing ‘a certain 
“snobism” about the use of French in Ghent’s bilingual society. Jill Mann, ‘Introduction’, in Ysengrimus: 
Text and Translation, Commentary and Introduction (Leiden, 1987), 165-167.  
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monk on the Rhine hated the Romance-speaking people so much that he could not even bear to look 

at them. Wandalbert attributes this behaviour to ‘stupidity born from barbaric ferocity’.41  

The ‘vernacular harshness’ of the German tongue also contrasted brutally with the melodious 

flows of the Latin language on the Italian peninsula. German pilgrims visiting the shrines ‘rendered 

the sweet Gregorian melodies as if they were howling like wolves’.42 In the ninth century, John the 

Deacon in his vita of Gregory the Great, writes that ‘the savage barbarity of their (German) drunken 

throats, whenever it seeks with “reflexions” and “repercussions” to render the beautiful chants, 

instead through its natural noisiness produces only unmodulated sounds similar to those made by 

farms carts clumsily creaking up a rutted hill’.43 The battle cry of the Germans was likened to the 

sound of thunder, and Landulf of Milan said that at the crowning of Emperor Frederick Barbarossa 

in 1155, the Germans fought ‘as the nature of that people demanded, making terrible and strange 

sounds’.44 Abhorrence and derision of the German language would continue in the twelfth century: 

the Germans were said to be deeply insulted by the mentioning of the saying ‘Tpwrut Aleman’, 

according to Walter Map. It was ‘a reproach which constantly causes many quarrels between them 

and foreigners’.45 Unfortunately, the meaning is obscure but it was surely demeaning in view of the 

value attached to eloquence in courtly circles.46  

                                                      
41 Wandalbert of Prüm, Vita et miracula sancti Goaris VII, ed. Stiene, 51: ‘innata ex feritate barbarica 
stoliditas’. 
42 Pietro Fedele, ‘Accenti d’italianità in Montecassino nel medievo’ in Bulletino del Istituto storico 
italiano 47 (1932), 15. This remark is to be found in an eleventh-century Beneventan manuscript from S. 
Maria di Albaneta on music and chant (Monte Cassino MS 318 f. 15a), transl. Meyvaert, ‘Voicing 
National Antipathy’, 754. See also Peter of Eboli’s remark (himself part of the German emperor’s 
entourage) that the people of his region were adverse to learning the German language. Koht, ‘Dawn of 
Nationalism’, 278; Peter of Eboli, Raccolta di tutti scrittori dell’istoria del regno di Napoli XVI (Napels 
1770), 14, vs. 122-123: ‘Disce prius mores Augusti; disce furorem, / Teutonicam rabiem quis tolerare 
potest? / Parce tuis canis, pueri tibi more licebit / Discere barbaricos barbarizare senos.’ He also says that 
the French speak with ‘ore rotundo’, 64 vs. 669-670.  
43 Vita Gregorii Magni II 7 in Patrologia Latina 75, Col. 90D-91A; this and the above translations are 
taken from Meyvaert, ‘Voicing National  Antipathy’, 754. 
44 Landulf of Milan, Historia Mediolanensis II 24, ed. Bethmann and Wattenbach, 61: ‘Prout natura 
gentis suae exigebant sonitu terribili inauditoque garritu proeliantes’. See also the Vitae pontificalis II 330 
for Cardinal Boso’s likening of their battle cry to thunder.  
45 Walther Map, De nugis curialium V 5, 459. The saying was apparently also used by Robert of Artois, 
in a reply to Adolf of Nassau, an ally of Edward I in the French-English hostilities in 1294. See Malcolm 
Vale, ‘Edward I and the French: Rivalry and Chivalry’, in P.R. Coss and S.D. Lloyd, Thirteenth Century 
England II. Proceedings of the Newcastle Upon Tyne Conference 1987 (Woodbridge 1988), 175. See also 
the early thirteenth-century remark in the Alsace Chronicon Ebersheimense, MGH SS 23, ed. L. Weiland 
(Hannover 1874), 433: ‘Cumque eos ut ab infestatione ipsorum cessarent deprecarentur, illi, ut Gallorum 
moris est, Teutonicam lingaum subsannantes, cum derisione eos de conspectu suo abegerunt.’ 
46 John of Salisbury explicitly says that Theodwin of Porto, a German bishop and papal legate on the 
Second Crusade, ‘differing from the Franks in customs and language, was considered a barbarian’, and as 
such was not held in high esteem. John of Salisbury, Historia pontificalis XXIV, ed. and transl. Chibnall, 
55: ‘moribus et lingua dissonans Francis barbarus habebatur’. See also John of Salisbury’s letter to 
Gerard Pucelle, circa May 1168, in The Letters of John of Salisbury. Volume 2: The Later Letters (1163-
1180), ed. and transl. W.J. Millor and C.N.L. Brooke (Oxford 1979), vol. 2, no. 277.  In contrast, the 
French were praised by Otto of Freising for their ‘subtlety and eloquence’. Otto of Freising, Chronica 
sive Historia de duabus civitatibus IV 8, ed. Buchner, 318: ‘Gallicanam subtilitatem et eloquentiam’; 
Bumke, Courtly Culture, 72. 
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Such partially aesthetic sensory judgments of the Germanic tongue were labelled as ‘barbaric’ in 

the classical, linguistic sense. But by the eleventh century, with the spread of Christianity over most 

parts of North-West Europe, the concept of the barbarian once again took on its full classical socio-

cultural meaning, possibly under influence of a resurge in classical learning, although now retaining 

connotations of a deficient Christianity.47 Now the barbaricus was again savage, cruel, treacherous, 

not subject to law, lacking reason, and driven by lust. Now, however, he could be found under the 

umbrella of Christianity (although under the outer rim), dwelling in a broad stroke of land stretching 

from Ireland, Scotland and Scandinavia eastwards towards the home of the Tartars. Now, the unruly 

peoples living on the ‘Celtic fringe’ – the inhabitants of Ireland and Wales and Scotland –, in 

Scandinavia, the Slavic and Baltic regions might be portrayed as weighed down by a full package of 

uncivilized traits and cultural deficiencies, deterred by socio-economic backwardness, living in a 

pastoral milk-drinking, meat-eating society, living off cattle herds with little agricultural 

organization, trade commerce or urban settlement, as Gerald of Wales famously wrote.48 Sexual 

lewdness, ferocity, and a lack of reason, acted out in a politically fragmented, lawless society, were 

further tokens of their barbarity, as was their semi-pagan, deficient Christian nature and cruelty.49  

 

Rise of the preudomme  

In the same period as the re-emergence of classical notions of barbarity, Western Europe also 

witnessed a civilizing trend in which new behavioural and socio-cultural ideals were set for the 

nobility. David Crouch has argued that more than a century before the code of chivalry was 

established around 1170, there was already a standard of noble conduct to live up to: that of the 

preudomme.50 His origins lay in those of secular courtliness, and possibly went back to the tenth 

century, retaining currency well into the thirteenth. According to Crouch, this ideal of the 

preudomme emerged within a lay milieu, and was not forged specifically by a clerical class under the 

influence of Ciceronian humanism.51 However, given that many of the vernacular songs were 

however written by clerical authors such as Chrétien de Troyes, it seems almost impossible to make 

a sharp distinction between the courtly clerical and lay milieus and the ideals and values circulating 

among their members. William Jones has connected these denunciations to the ‘anti-primitivism’ of 

                                                                                                                                                            
 
47 Jones, ‘The Image of the Barbarian’, 394. In addition to Bartlett, Jones and Gillingham’s socio-
cultural concepts of barbarity in the twelfth century, I would stress that the religious aspect of barbarity 
retained its importance. See chapter 1. 
48  Much has been written about Gerald of Wales’ ethnographic writings and the stereotyping of the 
‘Celtic Fringe’. See Bartlett, Gerald of Wales, especially chapters 6 and 7, anc chapter 8 note 53 below.  
49 Both John Gillingham and David Crouch mention the Anglo-Norman ‘shock’ when confronted with 
the cruelty of the Welsh, Scots, and Danes. Crouch, The Birth of Nobility, 64 and Gillingham, The 
English in the Twelfth Century, 14-15. 
50  Crouch, The Birth of the Nobility, esp. chapter 2, 29-86. 
51  On the other hand, Stephen Jaeger, in The Origins of Courtliness, 113-126, does link the rise of these 
ideals to courtly clerical norms under the influence of Ciceronian concepts. It is however probably 
impossible to draw a strict distinction between the two milieus.   
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Cicero, which ‘pervaded the medieval concept of barbarism’ in the eleventh century.52 The 

moralizing lessons which the clergy, influenced by classical literature, set before the laity, surely 

played a significant role in the shaping of these ideals for the noble elite. And these ideals came with 

benefits. Through displaying the virtues of the preudomme, a noble might hope to gain advancement 

and reward at court.53 However, although both clerics and lay nobles could initially be a preudomme, 

with the rise of chivalry his virtues were eventually to merge with those of the ideal knight, 

especially in the vernacular French literature of the twelfth century. Eventually, thus, as the knight 

became equated with nobility, the virtues of the preudomme would fade into those of the preu 

chevalier.54  

But who was the preudomme? He was a man ‘of mature sense and wisdom’.55  Trustworthy, 

loyal, generous, and modest. But above all, he was intelligent and demonstrated restraint in 

warfare.56 There is a distinct emphasis on the virtues of reticence and good judgment, in contrast to 

rash courage.57 For example, in the Song of Roland (c. 1100), Oliver rebukes Roland for his 

rashness, which subsequently leads to his tragic death.58 Bravery and valour are virtuous, but wise 

(sage) counsel, discretion, and reason are equally paramount. It is thus in this period that the virtue 

of prudens, which could mean basic worldly wisdom, suddenly appears as an epithet for the noble 

layman.59 Of course, hardiness (physical toughness and bravery) remained important, but they were 

now to be checked by discretion. One particular virtue was forbearance towards other warriors, the 

willingness to accept ransoms instead of murdering captured knights, which possibly developed 

under the influence of tournament morale. Cruelty, greed, pillaging and rapine were its antitheses, as 

was loyalty praised and contrasted with bribery.60  

At the same time that the ideals of the preudomme were being put forward, notably in Old French 

romances and chansons de geste, the Germans were increasingly represented as embodying the 

complete opposite: as mindless, raging warriors. It must be said that in comparison to the barbarizing 

ethnography of the Irish or Slavs written in this period, German society and culture was not depicted 

as a wasteland of civilization. A full-blown contemporary description of Germanic ethnic groups 

balancing on a lower rung of civilization does not exist. However, there are faint allusions to semi-

paganism, a saying for example circulating in manuscripts of the period remarking that ‘the Teutons 

are barely catholic, and nobody’s friend’.61 Of much greater weight, however, is the re-emergence in 

                                                      
52   Jones, ‘Image of the Barbarian’, 397. 
53  Crouch, The Birth of Nobility, 41. 
54  Idem, 30. 
55  Idem, 32. 
56  Idem, 46. 
57  Alexander Murray, Reason and Society in the Middle Ages (Oxford 1986), 126. 
58  Crouch, The Birth of Nobility, 32. 
59  Murray, Reason and Society, 126-127 and 132-136. 
60  Crouch, The Birth of Nobility, 63, 67. 
61 Walther, ‘Scherz’, no. 101, 278: ‘Theutonici vix catholici, nullius amici’, in thirteenth-century MS 
London BM Vespasian B. XIII. Similar mention is made of the Hungarians in Walther no. 67 in a 
fifteenth-century manuscript, Prague Metropolitan Bibl. 1641f. 171 v. 
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this period of Lucan’s epithet furor Teutonicus, and with it a whole array of accompanying socio-

cultural images.62 This image of the raging German will be broken down below. 

 

Raging German minds 

From the end of the eleventh century, especially although not exclusively in French and Italian 

sources, the Germans were increasingly portrayed as treacherous, irrational men given to gluttony 

and drunkenness. Landulf of Milan, a late eleventh-century historian, wrote that ‘their minds were 

given to gluttony and drunkenness (…) the most cruel Teutons do not know left from right’.63 The 

moral lists of epithets, compiled in monastic circles, generally categorize the Teutons as gluttonous, 

the Saxons as mighty but stupid and headstrong, and the Bavarians as blunt.64  

From the latter decades of the eleventh century, the behaviour of the Germans in battle is 

particularly described as ‘furious’, the furor Teutonici, both on the Italian peninsula and on the 

crusading missions. ‘The fierce fury of the Germans’, the ‘German rage’ or rabies, are much-used 

epithets, such as in the early thirteenth-century Philippide written by William the Breton, court poet 

of King Philip II of France.65 ‘The furious stubbornness of the Germans’, says the Chronicle of Saint 

Martin of Tours.66 ‘German fury laid to waste Gazzoldo and Marcaria’ during Frederick II’s 

campaign against Mantua in 1236.67 Or, as the author of the Life of Louis VII puts it: ‘The Germans 

are the most impatient of men, who are thoughtless in matters of war, but instead furious in their 

own raging minds.’68 Finally, to quote the famous and much discussed passage from Suger’s Deeds 

of Louis the Fat on the coronation of Henry V in Rome in 1111 and the treachery of German knights: 

 

The mad Germans invented a pretext for a quarrel, gnashed their teeth in fury, and began to rage 

out of control. Their treachery caught everyone by surprise. With drawn swords they rushed 

about like men who were out of their minds and attacked the Romans who, properly in such a 

place, were not armed. The Germans shouted threats that all the Roman clergy, bishops as well as 

                                                      
62 See Ernst Dümmler, ‘Über den furor Teutonicus’, in Sitzungsberichte der königlich Preussische 
Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Berlin 9 (1897), 112-126.  
63 Landulf of Milan, Historiae Mediolanensis II 22, ed. Bethmann and Wattenbach, 59: ‘Gulositatem et 
animos vino deditos (…) saevissimi Theutonici qui nesciunt quid sit inter dexteram et sinistram‘. 
64 Walther, ‘Scherz’, no. 99, 277-278, in the Einsiedeln manuscript from the twelfth century and the 
fourteenth century MS Cambridge Corpus Christi 139; see Appendixes VI and VIII. 
65  William the Breton, Philippide IX vs. 62, XI 292, vs. 401, ed. Delaborde, vol. 2, 250, 330, 335. Cf. 
Dümmler, ‘Über den furor Theutonicus’ offers many more references. 
66 Chronicon Sancti Martini Turonense, ed. Holder-Egger, 468: ‘Theutonum cervicosa furiositas’. For 
the Germans as stiff-necked see further chapter 4 note 25. 
67 Rolandinus Patavinus, Chronica III 9, ed. Jaffé, 60: ‘Currensque per partes ulteriores Theotonicus furor 
vastavit Gazum et Marchariam aliasque villas exinde Mantuani districtus.’ 
68 Vita Ludovici VII XX, Historiae Francorum Scriptores, ed. Duchesne, vol. 4, 406: ‘Teutonici utpote 
homines impatientissimi et qui non sunt in armorum negotiis circumspecti, sed propria capitis dementia 
furibundi.’ Quotation in Dümmler, ‘Über den furor Teutonicus’, 122 
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cardinals, would be seized or slaughtered, and going even beyond the limits of insanity, they did 

not fear to lay their wicked hands on the pope himself.69 

 

Out of their minds, gnashing their teeth, treacherous – ‘pro-French’ abbot Suger of Saint-Denis 

describes the Germans in terms that are in stark contrast with the ideals of chivalrous restraint. In 

addition, the Latin sources relate German fury to a general lack of control in eating and drinking: 

gluttony and excess. In the twelfth century, although excessive drinking was associated especially 

with the Anglo-Saxons and Normans, other peoples from the northern or easterly regions of Europe 

such as the Bohemians, Slavs, or Germans were also said to have reviling drinking and eating habits, 

reflecting the commands and taboos of society.70 ‘For the Germans drinking is living’, is a saying 

recorded by Margalits.71 In addition, drunkenness meant loss of control, opening the gates to 

aggressive emotions. On the Italian peninsula – where German knights often fought in campaigns 

under the authority of the Holy Roman Empire – monk Donizo of Canossa wrote circa 1115 about 

the Germans in Mantua: 

 

Now you celebrate Easter with liars from Germany, 

Who persist in loving Bacchus, vehemently wallow in excess. 

Friendly brawls are unknown in their language. 

When they are drunk, they unsheathe their swords 

After harsh words and slash their companions stomachs. 

They all ravish their food like murderous wolves, 

They know to destroy the holy temples.72  

 

The corruption of Germanic words such as trincare (to drink) and brindisi (cheers, from ‘bring 

dirs’) in Italian are later testimonies to this proverbial drinking.73  

                                                      
69 Suger, The Deeds of Louis the Fat, transl. Richard Cusimano and John Moorhead, X, 52-53. Other 
passages, speaking of the Germans as stiff-necked envoys, grinding their teeth with German temerity, in 
x, 56, 60. Kirn, Frühzeit des Nationalgefühls, 46; Dümmler, ‘Über den furor Teutonicus’, 120-121; Florin 
Curta, ‘Ethnic Stereotypes in Suger’s Deeds of Louis the Fat’, in The Haskins Society Journal: Studies in 
Medieval History 16 (2005), 62-76.  
70 Elias, Civilizing Process, 54. 
71 Walther, ‘Scherz’ no. 74: ‘Germanis bibere est vivere‘.  Eduard Margalits, Florilegium proverbiorum 
universae latinitatis: proverbia, proverbiales sententiae gnomaeque classicae mediae et infimae 
latinitatis (Budapest 1895), Supplement, 31. In the Carminum proverbialium, an anthology of rhyming 
proverbs (1576), the Bavarian ‘defiles’; the Saxon drinks.  Excessive drinking was already commented on 
in antiquity; cf. also Salvian of Marseille, De gubernatione Dei IV 67-68: ‘ebrietas Alamanni’. Jacques de 
Vitry famously noted that students in Paris called the Germans ‘furious and with disgusting manners’. 
Jacques de Vitry, The Historia Occidentalis of Jacques de Vitry: A Critical Edition, ed. Hinnebusch: 
‘Tuetonicos furibundos et in conviviis suis obscenos dicebant’.  
72 Donizone, Vita Mathildis II 5 v. 530, ed. Bethmann, 390: ‘Nunc celebras Pascha cum falsis ex 
Alemanna / qui peramant Bachum, flagrant ad luxuriandum: illorum linguas nescis faciles quoque rixas. / 
Cum sunt potati, pro verbus fertur amaris / ensem denudant, sociorum viscera truncant; mordent more 
lupi cum sumunt pabula cuncti; atria sanctorum violenter frangere norunt.’ 
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Brutality, bluntness, and a general disorderliness, lack of civility, and discipline among the 

Germans were thus bewailed by the clerical authors of the period. But an emphasis on restraint and 

good value judgment was certainly not restricted simply to a Latin milieu. It was a significant 

element of the vernacular songs written for the lay nobility. As said, it is difficult to ascertain to 

which extent the lay nobility were imbued with these values externally by clerics, or themselves 

articulated values of restraint and control. It is therefore useful to determine the scope of the imagery 

in vernacular sources, and to view how the French appropriated a reputation in keeping with that of 

the preudomme. 

 

Mirroring images 

By the second half of the twelfth century, the secular ideal of the preudomme would be exemplified 

in many chansons de geste for the noble lay elite to mirror themselves in. The authors of the 

chansons de geste and medieval romances were forging tales to educate the lay nobility in ideal 

behaviour, to teach what the preudomme was.74 Virtuous heroes were to be mirrored by wicked 

knights. In the vernacular literature, especially, the German furious fighter might thus serve as a 

convenient opposite for French civility and chivalry. As the authors often came from the regions 

bordering the French-German language border, it was perhaps inviting to cast the German nobleman 

in the role of the anti-preudomme, as their reputation as bold fighters was sometimes pushed to the 

background. Instead they were a pute gent.75 A few examples will illustrate this point.  

In vernacular sources, the author did not simply bewail German fury. The most efficient attack in 

Old French texts was seemingly to ridicule the Germans’ so-called strength and tall bodies. 

Furthermore, the pugnacious Germans often tasted defeat at the hands of the French, whereupon they 

were said to ignominiously flee the battle ground.76 The so-called dapper Germans repeatedly turn 

tail in Aymeri of Narbonne, which is ascribed to poet Bertrand de Bar-sur-Aube of the Champagne.77 

Again, in Galeran de Bretagne, a tournament between the Germans and the Bretons ends in flight, 

although the haughty Germans are convinced of their victory.78 Loyalty, another virtue of the noble 

man, is also lacking. In La mort de Garin le Loherain, German knights betray their lord for money. 

In the early vernacular French translation of Caesar’s De Bello Gallico, Faits des Romains (1213-

                                                                                                                                                            
73  Helmut Glück, Deutsch als Fremdsprache in Europa vom Mittelalter bis zur Barrockzeit (Berlin/New 
York 2002), 254. 
74 Crouch, The Birth of Nobility, 46-51. 
75 Karl Ludwig Zimmermann, ‘Die Beurteilung der Deutschen in der französischen Literatur des 
Mittelalters mit besonderer Berücksichtigung der chansons de geste’, in Romanische Forschungen 29 
(1911), 222-316, here at 257, 306 ff.; Wace, Roman de Rou 3 215, ed. Holden, vol. 1, 120; Jean Renart, 
Galeran de Bretagne vs. 5088-5089, ed. Foulet, 155; Jean Bodel, La Chanson des Saisnes, 3993 (L), ed. 
Brasseur, vol. 1, 353 about the Saxons.  
76 Zimmermann, ‘Die Beurteilung der Deutschen’, 271. 
77 Aymeri de Narbonne vs. 2464-2465, ed. Louis Demaison (2 volumes, Paris 1887), vol. 2, 105. 
78 Jean Renart, Galeran de Bretagne 5613 ff, ed. Foulet, 171 ff. 
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1214), the French (save the Normans) are famed for their courage, whereas the Germans are 

barbarous and savage, treacherous, robbers, ‘large people, coarse, disloyal, without sense’79  

Besides virtues such as bravery and loyalty, which are specifically related to military skills, the 

Germans were again ridiculed for a general lack of cultural refinement. Similar to Donizo of 

Canossa’s remark is that in the Partonopaeus, according to which the Germans lack all sense of 

humour:  

 

The Germans are much vexed  

When the French act with ruse, 

And Germans cannot bear 

To suffer a joke at their expense.80 

 

Nothing, according to Gautier d’Arras (died 1185), was more ridiculous than an ‘Aleman who is 

courteous and wants to love’.81 This joke, in the Breton romance Ille et Galeron, was initially 

composed for Beatrix of Bourgogne (1145-1184), the wife of Frederick I Barbarossa. Again, the 

Germans are beguiled for their ugly language, singing like the devil in Le roman de la Rose ou de 

Guillaume de Dole.82 Also, from the thirteenth century more emphasis is laid on heavy drinking, 

which earlier was associated particularly with the English and Normans.83 In sum, as the character 

Jouglet says in the same Roman de la Rose, when asked who his companions are: ‘A whole lot of 

Germans – I nearly died of boredom!’84  

By mirroring themselves with the ugly Germans, the northern French aristocracy was thus 

offered an image of how not to behave. At the same time, the Germans were the butt end of French 

ridicule, which betrays a sense of French cultural superiority which would only increase; it also 

breathes self-gratulatory relief and reaffirmation that the French themselves had managed to 

appropriate chivalrous values and attain self-control.  

The portrayal of Germans in Old French literature was not entirely negative. The Germans’ 

reputation for courage and strong physical endowment was so firmly established that the authors of 

the Old French chansons de geste could not ignore it. Germans fighting in the entourage of 

                                                      
79 Mireille Schmidt-Chazan, ‘Les traductions de la “Guerre des Gaules” et le sentiment national au 
Moyen Age’, in Annales des Bretagne et dan pays de l’Ouest 87 (1980), 387-407, here at 392-393: ‘granz 
genz, corsues, desvees, sans sens’.  
80 Partonopeu de Blois vs.8783-8788, ed. Jospeh Gildea (Villanova 1967), 357: ‘Li Aleman sont molt 
gabé / Que François les ont reüsé, / Et Tiois ne sevent soffrir / Nul gap s’il n’est a lor plaisir.’ 
81 Gautier d’Arras, Ille et Galeron, vs. 3929, ed. Yves Lefèvre (Paris 1988), 145: ‘Cil est plus gabés 
c’Alemans / Qui cortois est et velt amer.’ Kern, ‘Der mittelalterliche Deutsche in französischer Ansicht’, 
in Historische Zeitschrift 108 (1912), 237-254, here at 241; Max Remppis, Die Vorstellungen von 
Deutschland im altfranzösischen Heldenepos und Roman und Ihre Quellen (Halle 1911), 115. I need to  
82 Jean Renart, Le roman de la rose ou de Guillaume de Dole vs. 2215, ed. Lecoy, 68. 
83 See especially chapter 9; cf. Zimmermann, ‘Die Beurteilung der Deutschen’, 283 for German drinking.  
84 Jean Renart, The Romance of the Rose, transl. Patricia Terry and Nancy Vine Durling, 48. 
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Charlemagne, in the chansons de geste, were viewed as faithful comrades within a Christian army.85 

Traditionally, Germans were also known for their tall, strong body frames. In Norman William of 

Apulia’s Deeds of Robert Guiscard, the Teutons (mostly Swabians) fighting the Normans on the 

Italian Peninsula in the Battle of Civitate (1053) are said to be famous for their long hair, good looks 

and height.86 In the twelfth century, this reputation was explained etymologically in Thomas of 

Cantimpré’s Liber de natura rerum by saying that the Teutons in ancient times descended from 

giants.87 In many glosses on Lucan’s Pharsalia, the Germanic god Teutates was identified with Mars 

or Mercurius, and in the eleventh century the deity Teutates had been appointed as name-giver of the 

Germans; in the middle of the thirteenth century, the discovery of a repository of bones near Vienna 

was identified as the grave of Teutonic giants.88 In vernacular chansons too, Germanic tallness was 

remarked upon. In Galeron de Bretagne, composed by the trouvère Renart, the Austrian duke 

Guynant is described as ‘fierce and large and tall, with strong arms like the Germans’; in the 

thirteenth-century epic Anseis de Carthage, the Germans are ‘a large people, with adroit hearts’.89  

Nevertheless, the overall image of the Germans can be summarized as negative. According to 

Fritz Kern, this transition from a positive reputation in chansons de geste to a negative image 

occurred after the Battle of Bouvines in 1214.90 Karl Ludwig Zimmerman also stated that German 

dirtiness and greed especially crops up from the thirteenth century onwards in vernacular sources.91 

However, as demonstrated, such images were already circulating much earlier in the Latin sources. 

They might, therefore, be explained less as a reaction to the outcome of actual feats in battle, but 

instead as a reaction to civilizing notions, already prevalent in the twelfth century. The German’s 

double-edged reputation of strength and rage thus presented the French, in their pursuit of chivalrous 

                                                      
85 Zimmermann, ‘Die Beurteilung der Deutschen’, 230-242. 
86 William of Apulia, La Geste de Robert Guiscard II 93-95. Cf. Huguette Taviani-Carozzi, ‘Une bataille 
franco-allemande en Italie’, in Carozzi and Taviani-Carozzi (eds), Peuples du Moyen Âge, 181-211, here 
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87 Thomas of Cantimpré, Liber de natura rerum III 5, 40 (‘De monstruosis hominibus orientes’), ed. 
Boese, 100: ‘Secundum quod Lucanus et multi alii testantur, constat in Theutonia gigantes plurimos 
extitisse, ita quod a Theutano gigante maximo nomen Theutonia sortiretur.’ (Secondly that Lucan and 
many others testify that it is agreed that there existed many giants in Germany, so that the name Teutonia 
is derived from a huge giant called Theutanus.)  
88 Kästner, ‘Der groβmächtige Riese und Recke Teuton’, 81-82. Cf. Lucan, Pharsalia I 144 ff, who 
writes about the Celtic god Teutates. 
89 Jean Renart, Galeran de Bretagne vs. 6048-6049, ed. Foulet, 184: ‘fel et gros et lons / s’a les braz fors 
com Alemans’; Anseïs von Karthago vs. 10080, ed. Johann Alton (Tübingen 1892), 363: ‘unes gens 
grans, ki ont les cors adrois’.  
90  Kern, ‘Der mittelalterliche Deutsche’, 251.  
91 Zimmermann, Die Beurteilung der Deutschen’, 270-311.  
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ideals, with an imagery both with which to compete (strength, courage) and to ridicule (the German 

rage). By doing so, they created a stronger concept of the French chivalrous nature, which might be 

viewed as a reward for their attempts to restrain their urges.  

 

Noble French knights 

In contrast, whereas the German could symbolize the opposite of the preudomme, from the northern 

French perspective the men of northern France were often depicted as brave fighters, proud, and 

prudent. To their detriment – but this seems a recurrent theme regarding knights in general – they 

were accused of arrogance and overconfidence.92 Generally speaking, however, the Franks were 

handsome, tall, bearded and heavily armoured. More importantly, they were jolly and light-hearted, 

as in La Chevalerie d’Ogier de Danemarche: ‘The French live merrily and joyously, they return 

from the host with great joy’.93 Numerous verses attest that they are the epitome of chivalry in battle: 

‘Saxons are arrogant, French noble and brave’.94 Kindly or honourable, they were also deeply 

religious men. In battle they were excellent fighters, good vassals, and in the face of the enemy 

fierce and proud. Although sources acknowledge that the arrogant men of the Île de France ridiculed 

others, otherwise, they were well-dressed, strong and handsome. 

The Normans, too, were famed for their horsemanship. In the Song of Roland, they are ‘armed, 

handsome and fast horsemen’.95 In Jean Bodel’s Chanson des Saisnes, the men of Herupé (the 

region just south of Paris) are also ‘preudome’, ‘hardi’, ‘bon chevalier et sage’ but arrogant 

(orguillos).96 More to the south, the men of Berry are however known for plunder, and are often 

called ‘felons’.97 

To an extent, the portrayal of the nobility in chansons de geste reflects the variety of images of 

regional groups inhabiting territories under French titular hegemony. France remained a 

geographical concept, divided in independent and semi-independent fiefdoms, some held by the 
                                                      
92 Künzel, Beelden en zelfbeelden, 55 has argued that superbia, pride, was typical of the aristocracy as it 
was necessary fort hem to emphasize social differences, especially when subordinates attempted to rise on 
the social ladder. Mireille Schmidt-Chazan, ‘Le point de vue des chroniqueurs de la France du Nord sur 
les Allemands dans la première moitie du XIIème siècle’, in Centres de recherches relations 
internationals de l’Université de Metz. Travaux et Recherches 1972/3 (Metz 1974), 13-36, here at 17; cf. 
Coulton, ‘Nationalism in the Middle Ages’, 33-34, quotes the Franciscan Salimbene, who denounces the 
arrogance of the French in thinking they rule the world in 1287. Compare also the accusation made by the 
English author of the Itinerarium Peregrinorum et Gesta Regis Ricardi, ed. Stubbs I 295, of the French 
being arrogant, fickle and lazy, in contrast to their Carolingian ancestors. Cf. Murray, ‘National Identity, 
Language’, 122. 
93 Raimbert de Paris, La Chevalerie d’Ogier de Danemarche vs. 2034-2035, ed. Mario Eusebi (Milan 
1963), 138: ‘François repairent baut e lié e joiant; / A l’ost revienent grant joie demenant’.    
94 Jean Bodel, La chanson des Saisnes vs. 5257: ‘Saisne sont orguillex, Francois gentil et ber’. See 
Julius Malsch, Die Characteristik der Völker im altfranzösischen nationalen Epos (Heidelberg 1912), 26-
30 for many references. 
95 La Chanson de Roland, vs. 3047, ed. Segre, vol. 1, 246: ‘armes unt beles et bons cevals curanz’. The 
French are brave, valiant, and proud as lions. See also Koht, ‘Dawn of Nationalism’, 267 for the French 
‘outstanding  military qualities’. 
96 Jean Bodel, La chanson des Saisnes 641-642, 661, 717 (Redaction A(R)), ed. Brasseur, vol. 1, 54, 60.  
97 Malsch, Die Characteristik der Völker, 51. 
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http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=2/TTL=6/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=Danemarche
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Angevins. Culturally and linguistically France was split north-south into the ‘two Frances’, where, in 

Dante’s terminology, the Langue d’Oïl (in the north) and Langue d’Oc (in the south) were spoken.98 

In addition, the distinctive cultures of Gascony, Brittany, Burgundy and Aquitaine – territories over 

which the royal dynasties at times had had extremely weak control – were reflected in the 

stereotypes of their inhabitants. In the epic sources, men from Gascony are generally ‘bon 

chevaliers’, good knights, although crusade sources speak of their reputation for cowardly 

behaviour.99 The people from the Provence are often mentioned in the same breath as those of 

Gascony, reflecting the north-south divide of France. Although the men from Brittany are good 

knights when fighting foreign enemies, they are generally held in low esteem within northern 

France. In Girart de Roussillon, the English and the men from Brittany are ‘a wicked people, who go 

about pillaging, shouting and rejoicing in their noise’.100 The Bretons were seen to lack civilized 

manners, greeting strangers in an unfriendly manner; eleventh-century Norman sources speak of 

their inferior societal organization, still living in a pastoral society – using the Bretons to emphasize 

their own increasing urbanity (after all, they did descend from pirates).101 On the eastern rim of the 

Romance-speaking territory, men from the Lorraine were also viewed as courageous, yet accused of 

a lack of restraint in eating and drinking; of plunder and cruelty. The men of Burgundy, however, 

differ little from the French in courage, pride, alongside whom they fight as equals.102 

In addition, possibly echoing climate theory, men from the north were viewed as tougher and less 

inclined to wiliness than in the south. On the western and eastern fringes, civilization balanced on a 

lower rung; in the south, decadence might hold sway. Thus, from the close of the twelfth century 

some troubadours contrasted the martial prowess of northern France with Occitan joy of love.103  

In contrast to the German knights, however, the French generally regarded themselves as 

courteous, ‘bon chevaliers’. The Franci were excellent fighters, despite internal differences. The 

same principle is visible on a number of levels in crusader literature. Ultimately, as part of God’s 

militia, faced by the religious other (the Saracen), the whole army was termed Franci. However, 

internally, members of various contingents might compete as God’s soldiers, emphasizing 

differences. Unity and difference thus depended on perspective. This is discussed further below.   

 

 

 

 

                                                      
98 For regional identities and the north-south divide, see Yves Lequin (ed.), La Mosaïque France. 
Histoire des étrangers et de l’immigration (Paris 1988), esp. 131-154.  
99  Malsch, Die Characteristik der Völker, 46.  
100 Girart de Roussillon vs. 6328-6329, ed. Hackett, vol. 2, 286: ‘une genz male, / Vant sobrant é robant, 
cornant lor gale’; cf. Malsch, Die Characteristik der Völker, 53. 
101 Idem, 4. Like the Celts in Ireland and Wales, they are known for their harp music, songs, and 
performance as entertainers. 
102 Malsch, Die Characteristik der Völker, 40-42. 
103 Paterson, The World of the Troubadours, 5. 
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‘French’ crusaders  

The crusaders, although putting up a united front and using the denominator ‘Franci’ when 

confronted with Byzantines and Muslims, internally recognized distinctive identities.104 Many 

chroniclers sum up the groups separately, in similar fashion to the authors of the vernacular 

chansons de geste. This was partly the upshot of the classical geographical concepts some of these 

chroniclers were working with; the Norman Ralph of Caen, for example, uses Agrippa’s division of 

the three Gauls (Gallia Belgica, Aquitania and Lugdunensis).105 Moreover, regional cultural and 

linguistic differences and political fragmentation continued to contravene unifying forces. In the 

crusading sources, the cultural ethnic divide featured especially between Francigenae (men from 

northern France), and the southern Provençals or, more broadly speaking, groups from the 

patchwork of territories held by nominal though largely independent vassals living in the region 

known as Occitania.106 Only in the second half of the thirteenth century, after the Albigensian 

Crusade, did northern France begin to impose its language and culture on the south. 

It might be said that by emphasizing the array of affiliations, the crusading chronicles were 

emphasizing the universal Christian character of the mission to the Holy Land. Just as the popular 

lists recording peoples or commodities presented the diverse sum of all things under the heavenly 

expanse, so the diversity of peoples might represent the whole of the Christian oecumene fighting 

the Saracens.  

However, in some sources, the term Franci might have different meanings in different contexts, 

either referring to the whole crusading army – as adherents to the Christian faith (al-Ifranj in Arabic) 

– or specifically to men from northern France; the same applies to the Francigenae. In the face of 

the enemy, the crusaders marched together under the denominator ‘Franci’, as said Raymond of 

Aguilers.107 Although the term ‘Franci’ generally signified those from northern France, in some 

cases even the Norman crusaders from southern Italy were called Franks, as in the Gesta 

                                                      
104 Murray, ‘National Identity, Language’, 107-130. 
105 Laetitia Boehm, ‘Gedanken zum Frankreich-Bewuβtsein im frühen 12.Jahrhundert’, in Historisches 
Jahrbuch 74 (1955), 681-687, here at 684. Ralph of Caen, The Gesta Tancredi of Ralph of Caen, ed. 
Bernard S. Bachrach and David S. Bachrach, 106. See also Verena Epp, ‘Die Entstehung eines 
“Nationalbewuβtseins” in den Kreuzfahrerstaaten’, in Deutsches Archiv für Erforschung des Mittelalters 
45 (1989), 596-604. 
106 According to Andrew Roach, ‘Occitania Past and Present: Southern Consciousness in Medieval and 
Modern French Politics’, History Workshop Journal Issue 43 (1997), 1-22, here at 4, there was little 
internal collective identification in Occitania in this period. See also Paterson, The World of the 
Troubadours, 5, who states that the Occitan troubadours’ identity was specifically contrasted with 
Saracens and Jews, and not within the Christian world. However, as Elisabeth Schulze-Busacker clearly 
states, twelfth century troubadours viewed France as a foreign country. See ‘French conceptions of 
Foreigners and Foreign Languages in the Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries’, in Romance Philology 41 
(1987), 21-47, here at 30. 
107 For example, Raymond of Aguilers calls both the northern and southern French ‘Francigenae’, 
Historia Francorum 6, in Le "Liber" de Raymond d’Aguilers, eds Hugh and Hill, 52; cf. Schneidmüller, 
Nomen patriae, 106-108; Boehm, ‘Gedanken zum Frankreich-Bewuβtsein’, 684. For an earlier example 
of the muddled ethnic terminology, I refer to Taviani-Carozzi, ‘Une bataille franco-allemande en Italie’, 
204-205, who notes that late eleventh-century Norman William of Apulia called the Normans living in 
Normandy both Normans, Gauls, and Francigenae. Here, Francigenae means ‘French’ in a broad sense. 
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Francorum, which constantly emphasizes the unanimity of the crusaders.108 Guibert of Nogent’s 

concept of Francia in the Deeds of God through the Franks is also somewhat expansive, stretching 

from Flanders and Normandy in the north, southwards to the region of Clermont-Ferrand in the 

Auvergne, where the First Crusade was preached by pope Urban II.109 His remark that Bohemund, a 

Norman, was a Frank because Normandy was part of Francia, has been quoted to emphasize a new, 

expanding French identity, although this might be interpreted in terms of royal hegemony rather than 

ethnic awareness.110 

Certainly, within internal ranks, the character and behaviour of the French contingents were not 

viewed as homogenous, the Normans in northern France, the southerners and men from the heartland 

surrounding Île de France representing distinct groups. The Norman reputation was slightly 

problematic, as it might be unclear to whom the Normans referred – those in the France or southern 

Italy.111 From the perspective of the knights on the battlefield, it is likely that the Normans who had 

settled in southern Italy, crusading under Bohemund, and those from the Duchy of Normandy in 

France were viewed as separate contingents.112 From a southern viewpoint, eleventh-century 

Apulian and Sicily-based Geoffrey Malaterra (possibly of Norman descent) described the Normans 

as cunning, quick to avenge injury, eager for profit, and flatterers, who enjoyed an outward display 

of martial life.113 Lust for booty and land was seen as typically Norman. Nevertheless, stereotypical 

Norman qualities were also that they were full of energy, vigorous, and courageous. According to 

Amatus of Montecassino, the Normans thus produced strong knights.114 Robert Bartlett has stressed 

their focus on ‘a new cruelty, brutality and bloodthirstiness, for savagery was an important part of 

the image of vigour and valour’.115 However, as Natasha Hogdson has noted, the reputation for 

aggressive behaviour cut both ways, for although it was likely that the Normans were considered 

brave, bellicose and adventurous, their greed and plunder, ‘the dark side of Normanness’, ‘clashed 

violently with ideas about the proper distribution of booty, unity, and right intent in the context of 

crusading’.116 Bartlett believes this image was deliberately fashioned, ‘a controlled use of the 

uncontrollable’, to make clear that the ‘Normans do not shrink from bloodcurdling violence’. Thus, 
                                                      
108 Hogdson, ‘Normans as Crusaders’, 120-121; Schneidmüller, Nomen patriae, 106; Boehm, ‘Gedanken 
zum Frankreich-Bewuβtsein’, 683.  
109 In the face of the enemy, the Franci denoted the whole Romance speaking crusader army. Internally, 
it referred to those of northern France. 
110 Guibert of Nogent, Gesta Dei per Francos, I 5, ed. Huygens, 105; Boehm, ‘Gedanken zum 
Frankreich-Bewuβtsein’, 686. 
111 Webb, The Evolution of Norman Identity, 176, argues that during the Crusades the Normans of Italy 
and Normandy were temporarily considered as presenting a homogenous ethnic group.  
112 John France, ‘The Normans and Crusading’, in Richard P. Ebels and Bernard S. Bachrach (eds), The 
Normans and their Adversaries at War. Essays in Memory of C. Warren Hollister (Woodbridge 2001), 
87-101, here at 88-89. 
113 Natasha Hodgson, ‘Reinventing Normans as Crusaders? Ralph of Caen’s Gesta Tancredi’, in Anglo-
Norman Studies. Proceedings of the Battle Conference 30 (2007), 117-132, here at 120-121. 
114 For example, Amatus of Montecassino, L'Ystoire de li Normant (History of the Normans) II 23, 
transl. Loud and Dunbar, 23. 
115 Bartlett, Making of Europe, 86-87. 
116 Hodgson, ‘Reinventing Normans as Crusaders?’, 127.  



248 

 

following his interpretation, their reputation was not one of raging madness and barbarity per se, but 

of cruelty in order to strike terror (and control others). As such, this is a presentation of a different 

form of violent behaviour than the mad plundering induced by German fury. 

Both northern and southern chroniclers also draw a distinct cultural and ethnic boundary between 

northern (Francigenae) and southern France (Provençals), together making up the Franci.117 Ralph of 

Caen’s rather muddled and contradictory views of the south in the Deeds of Tancred were hardly 

favourable. According to Laetitia Boehm, the Norman berated the Provençals for their disdain for 

physical labour.118 They differed from the Franks in their customs, will and manner of life, more 

given to hard work and less warlike, rejecting any ornamentation of the body. Yet it is not their 

slothfulness but rather their frugality and lack of economic enterprise which leaves Ralph vexed. 

During the siege of Antioch over the winter of 1097-1098, driven by hunger, foraging parties were 

organized especially along linguistic-ethnic lines, fear and dire circumstances feeding the urge to 

stick to one’s own.119 Because of their frugality, however, the Provençals were able to endure hunger 

better than those bent on fighting: ‘They did not spurn husks and they took up long iron tools with 

which they found grain in the bowels of the earth. Thus, boys still sing that “Franks go to war and 

Provençals go to food.”’ 120 Ralph relates how they tricked other crusaders by selling them dog’s 

meat as hare and mules as goat’s meat. Guibert of Nogent additionally accuses the Provençals 

fighting under Raymond Count of St. Gilles of garrulity, although their army is, according to 

Guibert, not inferior to others.121  

 Just as in the face of the Saracens, vis-à-vis the Germanic other there was often however unity 

among the French-speaking Franks. This unity was two-tiered. Although, as said, the term Franks 

could in some cases refer to the whole crusading army, including knights from Lorraine, England or 

Scotland, internally the boundary between the Romance- and Germanic-language speaking knights 

was at times strong. This dichotomy between handsome courteous French and the laide gent or ugly 

Germans was presented not only, in the course of the twelfth century, to a lay courtly audience 

listening to chansons in northern France or England but was enacted on the battle fields in the 

Levant, in terms of barbaric versus chivalrous knighthood. Elaborate codes of chivalry had not yet 

been formulated when the counts, noblemen and middling sorts took the vow and cross and left 

behind their homesteads to journey to the Holy Land. Nonetheless, the early sources indicate that 

                                                      
117 Murray, ‘National Identity, Language’, 117-118. 
118 Boehm, ‘Gedanken zum Frankreich-Bewuβtsein’, 684-685. Ralph is particularly full of admiration 
and rhetorical flourish in his words about Flanders and count Robert: ‘Flanders the nurturer of horsemen, 
Flanders the fertile home of horses, Flanders of Ceres, Flanders home of cultivators, Flanders which 
excelled in her maidenly beauty and merited the royal lineages of Gaul, England and Denmark.’ Ralph of 
Caen, Gesta Tancredi XV, eds Bachrach and Bachrach, 38. Kirn, Frühzeit des Nationalgefühls, 29. 
Boehm, ‘Gedanken zum Frankreich-Bewuβtsein’, 684-685. 
119 Murray, ‘National Identity, Language’, 118. 
120 Ralph of Caen, Gesta Tancredi LXI, Patrologia Latina col. 0535A, transl. Bachrach and Bachrach, 86-
87: ‘siliquas non aspernantes, eorum dextrae longi gerulae ferri cum quo intra viscera terrae annonam 
fascinabantur: inde est quod adhuc puerorum decantat naenia: Franci ad bella, provinciales ad victualia’.  
121 Guibert of Nogent, Gesta Dei per Francos II 18, ed. Huygens, 134.  
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from the beginning, on the first expeditions to the Levant, contact between crusaders from French 

territories and German speaking regions sparked off a sense of behavioural and religious pre-

eminence among the ‘Franks’ as fighters of God’s war. In addition, the circumstance that Pope 

Urban II’s tour to preach the First Crusade took him through French territory – although carefully 

avoiding Île de France and the Orléannais (King Philip of France was actually excommunicated by 

the pope at Clermont) as well as feuding Anglo-Norman domains, where the pontiff feared 

unsubstantial loyalty to the papist cause – might have amplified growing French claims and 

assumptions that their nobility was the paragon of knighthood. Ultimately, the traditional concept of 

Frankish chosenness and their mission, divinely appointed and foretold in the Scripture, to liberate 

Jerusalem (mythically preceded by Charlemagne’s pilgrimage to the Holy Land) is highlighted by a 

number of authors, in particular Guibert of Nogent and Robert the Monk, who draws comparisons 

between crusaders and biblical personae on their way to the Promised Land.122 How this might have 

been supported by employing ethnic stereotypes will be discussed further below. As we shall see, the 

Germans were potentially stripped of their position as defenders of the Church. 

Efforts to align warrior values with the Church’s interests had been undertaken in the decades 

leading up to the First Crusade. In the early eleventh century (with a revival in the 1080s in the 

Rhineland), the Church had initiated the Peace and Truce of God movements, notably in central and 

southern France, presenting the fighting nobility as protectors of Christian peace and the Church. 

Although earlier, warrior ideals had permeated the language of a holy and just war, from this period 

the Church increasingly and specifically called upon the nobility to fight in God’s service, earning 

them penance and remission of sins, against the non-Christian enemy, whether he or she be heretic, 

heathen, Muslim or Jew. As such, the First Crusade was itself pivotal in the shaping of the 

knighthood as God’s designated defenders of Christendom. Theirs was a divine mission. Instead of 

internecine fighting in Western Europe, the members of the knighthood were now presented as 

Christ’s soldiers, milites Dei, as well as milites sancti Petri. In Guibert of Nogent’s introduction to 

the First Crusade, this stationary monk thus discusses how ‘God ordained holy wars in our time, so 

that the knightly order and erring mob, who, like their pagan ancient models, were engaged in 

mutual slaughter, might find a new way of earning salvation’.123 As a result, crusading fervour 

spread across Western Europe, drawing together an amalgamation of peoples, from England to the 

southern parts of France and upper Austria. At the turn of the eleventh century, under the aegis of 

                                                      
122 Carol Sweetenham, ‘Introduction’, in Robert the Monk’s history of the First Crusade: Historia 
Iherosolimitana,  transl. by Carol Sweetenham (Aldershot 2005), 51-55; Jonathan Riley-Smith, The first 
Crusade and the Idea of Crusading (London 1986), 142. Notably Robert the Monk’s history achieved 
great popularity in the German territories, although it erroneously stated that the text focused on the 
‘German’ achievements of Godfrey of Bouillon. Cf. Murraym ‘National Identity, Language’, 124.  
123 Guibert of Nogent, Gesta Dei per Francos I, ed. Huygens, 87, transl. Levine, 25: ‘sancta deus, ut 
ordo equestris et vulgus oberrans, qui vetustae paganitatis exemplo in mutuas versabantur cedes, novum 
repperirent salutis promerendae genus’. 
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God, the crusaders thus embarked upon a holy mission, taking Jerusalem in 1099, slaughtering many 

Muslims in the process.124  

From the first, however, ethnic diversity was accentuated both by the clerics and monastic 

writers, shaping the imagery and rhetoric of the movement from their cells and desks in the Frankish 

West, as well as on the battle field. In Mireille Schmidt-Chazan’s view, the clerical authors 

emphasized ethnic difference in order to explain the failures among some crusading groups despite 

their divine mission. For that reason, both the French and the Germans are at times accused of 

arrogance.125 But animosity was already felt during the First Crusade, a mission which was 

considered ‘successful’. These early tensions ran along a cultural, linguistic divide. We might, then, 

interpret these tensions as resulting from competition to become the vanguard of God’s army. Within 

this struggle, ethnic stereotypes might be employed as means to staking a claim to being Christ’s 

soldiers.  

 

Tensions in the First Crusade 

In the earliest histories relating the events of the First Crusade, there is talk of a general friction 

among the main crusading armies coming from northern France, Normandy, Flanders, the Lorraine 

and Southern Italy. From the very beginning, ethnic stereotypes, dislikes and taunts were reciprocal: 

the Germans were called furious, the Franks accused of pride.126 Convening at Nicomedia in 1097, 

the anonymous Norman knight who wrote the Gesta Francorum relates how the Italians and 

Germans broke away from the Franks because the latter were ‘intolerably proud’.127 In his The 

Deeds of God through the Franks, Guibert of Nogent (c. 1055-1124) further explains: ‘For the 

Franks, as their name indicates, were famous for their great energy, but, in large groups, unless they 

are restrained by a firm hand, they are fiercer than they should be.’128 Here the traditional etymology 

of Franci as meaning ferocious is still applied; the Franks are not yet the paragons of chivalry. 

                                                      
124 For ethnic identity and the Crusades, see Boehm, ‘Gedanken zum Frankreich-Bewuβtsein, 681-687. 
For the notion of the holy war, see Christopher Tyerman, God’s War. A New History of the Crusades 
(London 2007), 27-57. 
125 Schmidt-Chazan, ‘Point de vue’, 34.  
126 On the pride of the Franks, see Kirn, Frühzeit des Nationalgefühls, 48; Malsch, Die Characteristik 
der Völker, 22-23 and 31; Murray, Reason and Society, 252. The ‘superbia Gallica’ is invoked in the late 
thirteenth-century by among others Alexander of Roes, Noticia Seculi 160 9-10 and 161, 7-8. 
127 The Deeds of the Franks and the other Pilgrims to Jerusalem, ed. and transl. Rosalind Hill (Oxford 
1972), 3: ‘Franci tumebant superbia’. For the background of the anonymous author, XI-XIII. The author, 
probably of Norman descent, came from southern Italy, most likely Apulia, and served in Bohemund’s 
army as his vassal. The Franks’ pride is repeated by, among others, Peter Tudebode, Historia de 
Hierosolymitano (circa 1111), ed. and transl. John Hugh Hill and Laurita L. Hill (Philadelphia 1974), 18. 
Cf. Coulton, ‘Nationalism in the Middle Ages’, 18. 
128 Guibert of Nogent, Gesta Dei per Francos, ed. Huygens, 124, transl. Levine, 49: ‘Franci namque, 
juxta naturam nominis, magnae quidem sunt titulo vivacitatis insignis, sed, nisi rigido frenentur dominio 
inter aliarum gentium turbas sunt justius equo feroces.’ Cf. Isidore, Etymologiae IX 2, 101: ‘Franci a 
quodam proprio duce vocari putantur. Alii eos a feritate morum nuncupatos existimant. Sunt enim in illis 
mores incondite, naturalis ferocitas animorum.’ 
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Baudri of Dol, from Anjou, indeed calls them ‘ferocious and intractable’ and ‘more inclined to all 

kinds of evil’.129  

Alex Murray has pointed out that the divisions between Germans and Franks were often 

organized along linguistic lines. According to Ekkehard of Aura, a German participant of the First 

Crusade, it was the bilingual (French and German speaking) Godfrey of Bouillon who undertook 

attempts to smooth over relations, as envy, to an extent, ‘naturally existed between them’ regarding 

their military skills.130 Later, Otto of Freising repeated that they ‘enjoyed taunting each other with 

bitter and hateful jokes’,131 and the clerk Freidank, presumably of Swabian origin, chaffed that the 

Wahl (Romance speaking) crusaders would rather the Holy Land remained in Muslim hands than be 

conquered by valiant Germans.132  This enmity continued during the Second Crusade; John of 

Salisbury – himself Francophone – related how the Germans refused to have anything to do with the 

Franks in shipping their baggage across the Hellespont, and refused to wait for King Louis VII; they 

were punished for their pride when many died of thirst in the desert.133  

  

Unbearable Germans 

Norman Ralph of Caen, relating the events following the siege of Antioch in 1097/1098, says that 

the Latins taunted the Germans after they had been attacked by Turks, shouting through the streets: 

‘the Germans are shit’.134 Besides general linguistic divisions, from the early stages of the twelfth 

century emphasis was increasingly laid, notably by clerics and monks in the West, on the German 

fury, or lack of control, which was juxtaposed to excellent French fighting skills. German madness 

was spoken of explicitly with regards to the motley crew of followers of Peter the Hermit on the 

First Crusade. Mindless, full of rage, these men were sometimes presented as adversaries to the 

cause and crusading ideal, the liberation of the Holy Land.135 Social divisions – peasant 

                                                      
129 Baudri of Dol, Historia Hierosolimitana I 9, Patrologia Latina 166, Col. 1071D: ‘Franci siquidem 
ferociores et intractabiliores (…) et ob id, ad omne malum procliviores’. This is repeated by Orderic 
Vitalis, Historia Ecclesiastica IX 32-3. 
130 Ekkehard of Aura, Frutolfs und Ekkehards Chroniken und die anonyme Kaiserchronik, ed. and 
German transl. Franz-Josef Schmale and Irene Schmale-Ott, 158-159: ‘Invidiam, quae inter utrosque 
naturaliter quodammodo versatur’. Cf. Kirn, Frühzeit des Nationalgefühls, 47-48; Schmugge, ‘Über 
“nationale Vorurteile’, 446; Cerwinka, ‘Völkercharakteristiken’, 61; Bumke, Courtly Culture, 82-85; 
Szücs, ‘Nationalität’, 253. 
131 Otto of Freising, Chronica sive historia de duabus civitatibus VII 5, 508, ed. Lammers, 508: ‘Hic 
etiam inter Francos Romanos et Teutonicos, qui quibusdam amaris et invidiosis iocis frequenter rixari 
solent’. Quoted by Bumke, Courtly Culture, 83. 
132 Ulrich Müller, Kreuzzugsdichtung (Tübingen 1969), 108; cf. Byrn, ‘National Stereotypes Reflected 
in German Literature’, 143. 
133 John of Salisbury, Historia pontificalis XXIV. 
134 Ralph of Caen, Gesta Tancredi LXXVIII, Patrologia Latina Col. 0544A, transl. Bachrach and 
Bachrach, 100: ‘Caco-Alemanni’; cf. Schmugge, ‘Über “nationale Vorurteile’, 447; for the language 
difference during the Crusades, see further: Cerwinka, ‘Völkercharakteristiken’, 61; Kirn, Frühzeit des 
Nationalgefühls, 43. 
135 In the Historia Vie Hierosolimitane, from the first two decades of the twelfth century, the anonymous 
Charleville Poet (sometimes known as Fulco), who like Albert of Aachen concentrates on the ‘heroic’ 
deeds of Godfrey of Bouillon and Lorraine, very expliclitly concentrates on the unruly peasant German 
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backwardness – was thus aligned with German ethnicity, in contrast to Frankish nobility. Germans 

contingents were accordingly stripped of their validity as God’s crusaders.  

One of the earliest chroniclers of the crusade who writes of German fury, between 1125 and 

1150, is in fact himself a contemporary from or near Aachen in the Rhineland: Albert, canon of the 

church of Aachen.136 It is unknown whether Albert was French or German speaking; however, his 

position on the linguistic frontier presumably heightened his awareness of the differences between 

Germans and French. Although Albert did not partake in the crusade, his account is based for a large 

part on eyewitness accounts and as such offers insight into the experiences of his contemporaries – 

many of whom were Godfrey of Bouillon’s followers.137 Albert thus offers a lively representation of 

the vicissitudes, dangers and successes experienced by the crusading knights. Nonetheless, his 

outlook is in check with the stereotypical imagery circulating among men of the letters in the West. 

So, despite the fact that his account, the History of Jerusalem, focuses on Godfrey of Bouillon’s 

crusading efforts and takes – contrary to most crusade chronicles – a German ‘imperial’ rather than a 

‘French’ viewpoint, minimizing Pope Urban’s role as initiator of the expedition and 

overemphasizing the German contribution, still Albert was certainly willing to admit that ‘no region 

in the world excels Gaul by nourishing bolder men or more keen in battle’.138  

This we can see from the language in which Albert describes the adventures of Peter the Hermit’s 

band of crusaders on their journey across central Europe. Travelling across Balkan territory, Peter 

the Hermit struggled to keep his band of followers in check. Despite promises to Duke Nichita of the 

Bulgars that his followers would proceed peacefully, a group of Swabians got caught up in an 

argument with a Bulgar trading his wares. The Swabians set fire to seven mills and some houses. 

When word of this reached Peter, he addressed ‘the more prudent and intelligent men from the 

army’, saying that ‘a serious and severe misfortune threatens us, arising from the rage of the 

senseless Germans’.139 Peter subsequently decided to formulate an apology. However, ‘while Peter, 

therefore, along with the more prudent of his men, was fully occupied with this project and plan and 

was composing his apology with careful words, a thousand foolish men, stiff-necked youngsters of 

excessive irresponsibility, a wild and undisciplined set of people with neither cause nor reason, 

                                                                                                                                                            
contingents accompanying Peter the Hermit. See for instance books II vs. 117-120; 215-220; 225-236; 
250-262, ed. and transl. C.W. Grocock and J.E. Siberry (Oxford 1997), 30-31; 36-39. These men were 
swollen with native fierceness, demonstrating heedless courage without good counsel, plundering without 
discrimination. For the anonymous author, see .W. Grocock and J.E. Siberry, ‘Introduction’, in the same 
publication, xv-xvii. 
136 Susan B. Edgington, ‘Introduction’, in Albert of Aachen, Historia Ierosolimitana. History of the 
Journey to Jerusalem, Susan B. Edgington (ed. and tranls.), XXIII-XXVIII. 
137 Edgington, ‘Introduction’, XXXI-XXXII. 
138 Albert of Aachen, Historia Ierosolimitana IV 28, ed. and transl. Edgington, 288-289: ‘nulla plaga 
mundi ante Galliam audaciores et in bello promptiores nutriat’. Cf. Murray, ‘National Identity, 
Language’, 123, who notes that Albert also stressed Godfrey of Bouillon’s ‘German’ identity as Duke of 
Lower Lotharingia, despite the fact that Godfrey was French speaking. 
139 Albert of Aachen, Historia Ierosolimitana I 10-11, ed. and transl. Edgington, 22-23: ‘Convocat 
sapientiores et magis sensatos de exercitu (…). “Grave et durum nobis infortunium ex furore insipientium 
Theutonicorum ortum imminet.”’ 
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advanced in a great assault over the aforesaid bridge to the walls and gate of the city’.140 This unruly 

behaviour was partly perhaps typical of youthful spirits, as the young apparently rushed across the 

bridge shouting with rage. It might also be a commomplace reflecting the ignoble reputation of 

Peter’s followers. Nonetheless, the words picked by Albert of Aachen: wild, undisciplined, without 

reason, are typical markers of ‘barbarity’ tacked onto German crusaders in general. Similarly, a 

group of Bavarians and Swabians belonging to the entourage of a certain priest called Gottschalk, 

growing restless while being detained in Hungary, foolishly drank too much; they violated the 

proclaimed peace, stealing wine, barley, sheep and cattle, acting ‘like a people foolish in their 

boorish habits, unruly and wild’.141 

Germanic warrior ideals of unrelenting bravery and fierce fighting could be laudable 

characteristics. In a more positive context, men from Lorraine, Saxons, Swabians and Bavarians 

were termed extremely cruel with their swords; the German pilgrims had ‘fearless hearts’.142 

However, strength and violence in the militia Dei had to be channelled towards the non-Christian 

enemy, not towards communities of fellow believers. By depicting the Germans as furious warriors 

who did not know when to curb their violent urges, chroniclers such as Albert of Aachen were thus 

expelling these knights from the echelons of men in search of Christian peace. Moreover, as stiff-

necked men – like Jews – they were breaking God’s covenant.  

Relationships between the contingents did not improve during the Second Crusade. Odo of Deuil 

blamed the failure of this Second Crusade alternately on the Greeks and the Germans, who were 

‘unbearable to us as well’, remarking upon the followers of Emperor Conrad III.143 Odo, a monk and 

later abbot of the monastery of Saint Denis who accompanied Louis VII as royal chaplain on this 

disorderly crusade in 1147, complains that the Germans disturbed everything as they went along, 

greedily procuring provisions for themselves at a market near Constantinople and afterwards 

                                                      
140 Idem: ‘In hac itaque intentione et consilio Petrus cum prudentioribus dum satageret, et verbis cautis 
excusationem suam ordinaret, mille insensatorum hominum, iuventus nimie levitatis et dure cervicis, gens 
indomita et effrenis, sine causa, sine ratione trans predictum pontem lapideum ad menia et portam 
civitatis in gravi assultu vadunt.’ Albert literally calls them stiff-necked (the translation says: headstrong), 
as was sometimes said of the Jews, and referring to the Israelites breaking the covenant in Exodus 32:9; 
see chapter 4 note 25. Contemporary Guibert of Nogent, writing in the 1100s, speaks of the ‘insanity of 
men’ in Peter the Hermit’s entourage. Guibert is however also known for his dislike of the poor, whom he 
considered foolish and dangerous, and his remarks here may not be of a specifically ethnic nature. Levine, 
‘Introduction’, 9 in Guibert of Nogent, The Deeds of God. 
141 Albert of Aachen, Historia Ierosolimitana I 23, ed. and transl. Edgington, 44-47: ‘sicut gens rusticano 
more insulsa, indisciplinata et indomita’ . 
142 Albert of Aachen, Historia Ierosolimitana III 39, ed. and transl. Edgington, 200-201: ‘gladio 
sevissimis’; and IV 52, ed. and transl. Edgington, 331-332: ‘corda intrepida habentes’. See also IV 48, and 
V 46, ed. and transl. Edgington 322-323, 402-403 for their fierceness. See also Johannes A. Mol, ‘Friese 
krijgers en de kruistochten’, in Jaarboek voor Middeleeuwse Geschiedenis 4 (2001), 86-117 for the image 
of Frisian crusaders as brave, enthousiastic, although impatient infantrymen. 
143 For the prejudiced view of Odo of Deuil, see Giles Constable, ‘The Second Crusade as Seen by 
Contemporaries’, in Traditio: Studies in Ancient and Medieval History, Thought and Religion 9 (1953), 
213-179, here at 217-219. Odo of Deuil, De profectione Ludovici VII in orientem III, ed. and transl. Berry, 
42-43: ‘Nostris etiam erant importabiles Alemanni.’ Berry translates: ‘The Germans were unbearable 
even to us.’ 
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furiously entering into a brawl with the Franks, whom they again scorned for their pride.144 On their 

journey across Greek territory, ‘proceeding boldly but not wisely enough’, German foot soldiers 

wandered along drunk; after they subsequently met their death, their (decomposing) bodies, scattered 

along the roadside, brought great harm to the Franks travelling in their wake. Earlier, in a tavern 

outside the walls of Philippolis, the Germans had ripped apart a juggler who had attempted to 

entertain them by performing a trick with a charmed snake upon a goblet. Even the German emperor 

himself displayed a marked lack of restraint upon entering the salubrious park outside the walls of 

Constantinople called the Philopation, where he wreaked havoc and ‘under the very eyes of the 

Greeks seized their delights for his own uses’. However, Odo does not spare the French either, 

whom he accuses of ‘stupid arrogance’.145  

Conversely, the French nobility was increasingly portrayed as the epitome of chivalry; it was, as 

Guibert of Nogent wrote in his description of the siege of Nicomedia, during the First Crusade that 

‘one could see gathered the flower of the armed force, or the wisdom, the nobility, of the fame of all 

of France, dressed in the breastplates and helmets of knights’. These Franks had been chosen by God 

for his inheritance; the Frankish crusaders are thus represented as new Israelites on their way to the 

Promised Land.146  

With such anecdotes, the clerics writing about the early Crusades thus painted a picture of the 

Germans as an unruly, rapacious lot. But it is markedly within the context of the call for crusade by 

Urban II that German inferiority is contrasted directly with French polish and martial excellence. 

Crucial in these events was the fact that pope Urban II, in his call for crusade in 1095, in the wake of 

the Investiture controversy, had made an appeal not to the German emperor but to the Frankish 

nobility and Church provinces, though not necessarily the French monarchy.147 Ekkehard of Aura, 

one of the early authors to reintroduce the image of the furor Teutonicus, explicitly related this fact 

to the estrangement between the pope and emperor as a result of the Investiture controversy. The 

consequence was the Germans’ initial reluctance (caused by ignorance) to join the First Crusade.148  

This is very pronounced in Guibert of Nogent’s The Deeds of God through the Franks. Guibert is 

keen to emphasize that Pope Urban II made his appeal to the French and not to the Germans as a 

result of their barbaric nature. On the other hand, the French were the chosen allies of the papacy: 

‘More respectful and humble than other nations toward blessed Peter and pontifical decrees, the 

French, unlike other peoples, have been unwilling to behave insolently against God. For many years 
                                                      
144 Coulton, ‘Nationalism in the Middle Ages’, 18-19. 
145 Odo of Deuil, De profectione Ludovici VII in orientem II, ed. 27: ‘Hic primam nostri populi stultam 
superbiam sensimus’; V, ed. 57: ‘Heu, quam miseranda fortuna Saxones Bathavosque truces et alios 
Alemannos, quos in antiquis hystoriis legimus quondam Romanam fortitudinem timuisse, nunc dolis 
Grecorum inertium tam miserabiliter interisse.’  
146 Sweetenham, ‘Introduction’, 52, also notes that in Robert the Monk’s History, Adhemar of Le Puy is 
compared to Moses, and the hymn of praise at Dorylaeum is taken from excerpts from the Book of 
Exodus. 
147 Schneidmüller, Nomen patriae, 114. 
148 Cf. Ekkehard of Aura, Frutolfs und Ekkehards Chroniken und die anonyme Kaiserchronik, eds and 
German transl. Schmale and Schmale-Ott, 140-141. 
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we have seen the Germans, particularly the entire kingdom of Lotharingia, struggling with barbaric 

obstinacy against the commands of Saint Peter and of his pontiffs.’149 Guibert further relates how the 

archbishop of Mainz derided the French, calling them ‘Francones’.150 Guibert retorts: ‘You think 

them so weak and languid that you can denigrate a name known and admired as far away as the 

Indian Ocean, then tell me upon whom did Pope Urban call for aid against the Turks? Wasn’t it the 

French? Had they not been present, attacking the barbarians everywhere, pouring their sturdy energy 

and fearless strength into the battle, there would have been no help for your Germans, whose 

reputation there amounted to nothing.’151 

 

Knighthood and climate theory 

With the reintroduction of climate theory the clerics and monks writing in the early parts of the 

twelfth century also turned to classic notions of barbarity to describe the crusading armies. Thus 

Christian knighthood might be embodied through emphasis on a temperate environment, producing a 

brave yet intelligent nobility. As Guibert’s Deeds of God through the Franks put it, the French 

formed the vanguard, other ethnic groups followed:  

 

Although the call from the apostolic see was directed only to the French nation, as though it were 

special, what nation under Christian law did not send forth throngs to that place? In the belief that 

they owed the same allegiance to God as did the French, they strove strenuously, to the full 

extent of their powers, to share the danger with the Franks. There you would have seen the 

military formations of the Scots, savage in their own country, but elsewhere unwarlike, their 

knees bare, with their shaggy cloaks, provisions hanging from their shoulders, having slipped out 

of their boggy borders, offering as aid and testimony to their faith and loyalty, their arms, 

numerously ridiculous in comparison with ours. As God is my witness I swear that I heard that 

some barbarian people from I don’t know what land were driven to our harbour, and their 

                                                      
149 Guibert of Nogent, Gesta Dei per Francos II 1, ed. Huygens 108, transl. Levine, 40: ‘Ceteris enim 
gentibus erga beatum Petrum ergaque pontificalia decreta timoratius humiliusque se habuit gens eadem 
nec temeritate, qua alii assolent, velamen malitiae arripere contra deum voluit libertatem. Videmus iam 
annis emensis pluribus Teutonicos, immo totius Lotharingiae regnum, beati Petri eiusque pontificum 
preceptis barbarica quadam obstinatione reniti.’ 
150 Robert Levine says that the archbishop is clearly making a reference to their animal-like behaviour, 
referring to Isidore’s etymological explanation that the word Franci comes from feritas. However, I fail to 
see the relationship between ferocity and the name Francones. See Guibert of Nogent, Gesta Dei per 
Francos II, transl. Levine, 41 note 80. Perhaps Francones is meant to refer to inhabitants from Franconia, 
the northern part of modern Bavaria – thus the archbishop of Mainz would be intimating that the French 
originated from this region? 
151 Guibert of Nogent, Gesta Dei per Francos II 1, ed. Huygens, 108, transl. Levine, 41: ‘“Si ita eos 
inertes arbitraris et marcidos ut celeberrimum usque in Oceanum Indicum nomen fede garriendo 
detorqueas, dic michi ad quos papa Urbanus contra Turcos presidia contracturus divertit: nonne ad 
Francos? Hi nisi preissent et barbariem undecumque confluentium gentium vivaci industria et impavidis 
viribus constrinxissent, Teutonicorum vestrorum, quorum ne nomen quidem ibi sonuit, auxilia nulla 
fuissent.”’   
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language was so incomprehensible that, when it failed them, they made the sign of the cross with 

their fingers.152  

 

The most remarkable remarks concerning the crusading movement and French nobility have been 

made by William of Malmesbury, in his rendition of pope Urban’s speech at Clermont. William not 

only recognized that France was the home of chivalry, but related this notion to climate theory. 

Urban, in William’s words, made it wholly clear that the northern regions did not produce good 

knights: ‘There remains Europe, the third continent. How small is the part of it inhabited by us 

Christians! For none would term Christian those barbarous people who live in distant islands on the 

frozen ocean, for they live in the manner of brutes.’153 Urban underpinned his call for arms with an 

analysis of military skill on the grounds of climate theory. The Turks, who shoot arrows at a 

distance, are cowardly, for ‘It is in fact well known that every nation born in an Eastern clime is 

dried up by the great heat of the sun; they may have more good sense, but they have less blood in 

their veins, and that is why they flee from battle at close quarters.’154 On the other hand, those 

‘whose origin is in the northern frosts and who are far removed from the sun’s heat, are less rational 

but fight most readily, in proud reliance on a generous and exuberant supply of blood’155 Who these 

peoples born among the frosts are, is not entirely clear, but it would seem to denote the northerly 

regions of Scandinavia. But Urban is addressing a crowd assembled in the Auvergne, France, about 

whose Frankish reputation he is unequivocal:  

                                                      
152 Idem, I 1, ed. Huygens 88-89, transl. Levine, 29: ‘Cum solam quasi specialiter Francorum gentem 
super hac re commonitorium apostolicae sedis attigerit, quae gens christiano sub iure agens non ilico 
turmas edidit et, dum pensant se deo eandem fidem debere quam Franci, Francorum quibus possunt 
viribus nituntur et ambiunt communicare discrimini? Videres Scotorum, apud se ferocium, alias 
imbellium, cuneos, crure intecto, hispida clamide, ex humeris dependente sitarcia, de finibus uliginosis 
allabi et quibus ridicula, quantum ad nos, forent arma, copiosa suae fidei ac devotionis nobis auxilia 
presentare. Testor deum me audisse nescio cuius barbarae gentis homines ad nostri portum maris 
appulsos, quorum sermo adeo habebatur incognitus, ut lingua vacante digitorum super digitos nequibant 
vocibus, se fidei causa proficisci monstrarent.’ Cf. Robert the Monk’s remark put into Bohemund’s 
mouth, invoking the ‘French’ descent of his followers. Robert the Monk’s Historia Iherosolimitana IV, 
transl. Sweetenham, 92. 
153 William of Malmesbury, Gesta regum Anglorum IV 347, ed. and transl. Mynors, Thomson and 
Winterbottom, vol. 1, 600-601: ‘Tertium mundi clima restat Europa, cuius quantulam partem inhabitamus 
Christiani! Nam omnem illam barbariem quae in remotis insulis glatialem frequentat oceanum, quia more 
belvino victitat, Christianum quis dixerit?’ At Idem, IV 348, ed. and transl. Mynors, Thomson and 
Winterbottom, vol. 1, 606-607, William of Malmesbury also writes: ‘The central areas were not alone in 
feeling the force of this emotion: it affected all who in the remotest islands or among barbarian tribes had 
heard the call of Christ. The time had come for the Welshman to give up hunting in his forests, the 
Scotsman forsook his familiar fleas, the Dane broke off his long drawn-out potations, the Norwegian left 
his diet of raw fish.’ (‘Nam non solum mediterraneas prouintias hic amor mouit, sed et omnes qui uel in 
penitissimis insulis uel in nationibus saltuum, tunc Scottus familiaritatem pulicum, tunc Danus 
contiuationem potuum, tunc Noricus cruditatem reliquit piscium.’)  
154 Idem, IV 347, ed. and transl. Mynors, Thomson and Winterbottom, vol. 1, 602-603: ‘Constat profecto 
quod omnis natio quae in Eoa plaga nascitur, nimio solis ardore siccata, amplius quidem sapit, sed minus 
habet sanguinis; ideoque vicinam pugnam fugiunt, quia parum sanguinis se habere norunt.’ 
155 Idem, at 602-603: ‘Contra, populus qui oritur in Arctois pruinis, et remotus est a solis ardoribus, 
inconsultior quidem sed largo et luxurianti superbus sanguine promptissime pugnat.’  
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You are a nation originating in the more temperate regions of the world, men whose readiness to 

shed your blood leads to contempt for death and wounds, though you are not without 

forethought; for you observe moderation in camp, and in the heat of battle you find room for 

reason.156 

 

The northern French, the epitome of chivalry, were thus biologically determined to carry the 

responsibility of leading the crusading mission, as the vanguard of God’s soldiers in the First 

Crusade.157 As God’s chosen people, they were his instrument to crush the enemy and restore the 

Holy Land to Christian hands. As Guibert of Nogent remarks, God had reserved this nation for so 

great a task.158 As a ‘most Christian’ people, truly faithful, they thus had a distinctive mission on 

earth.159 Self-pride in the nation grew as a result, to which the many accounts of the First Crusade 

testify. Under divine favour, the Franks were endowed with the attributes necessary to implement 

God’s design: courage, strength and wisdom. They were born to do so because of their climate – the 

region where chivalry and knowledge had migrated to. 

 

France, home of chivalry 

Culturally dominant, in the course of the twelfth century northern France eventually indeed gained 

the acclamation as the ‘home of chivalry and learning’.160 This concept of the translation of 

knowledge and chivalry – as a pair – from Greece to their final destination in the West is first clearly 

expressed by Chrétien de Troyes in his romance Cligés, although Otto of Freising had already stated 

that power and knowledge had travelled westwards.161 By placing chivalry’s origins in an eastern 

past, the knightly order became rooted in tradition.  

 

Our books have taught us that chivalry and learning first flourished in Greece; then to Rome 

came chivalry and the sum of knowledge, which now has come to France. May God grant that 

they be maintained here and may He be pleased enough with this land that the glory now in 

                                                      
156 Idem, at 602-603: ‘Vos estis gens quae in temperatioribus mundi provintiis oriunda, qui sitis et 
prodigi sanguinis ad mortis vulnerumque contemptum et non careatis prudentia; namque et modestiam 
servatis in castris, et in dimicatione utimini consiliis.’ The translation uses the word ‘race’.  
157 Schneidmüller, Nomen patriae, 105. 
158  Guibert of Nogent, Gesta Dei per Francos, ed. Huygens, 109. 
159  For the Franks as a divinely chosen and missionary people, see Anthony D. Smith, Chosen Peoples, 
esp. chapter 5; Garrison, ‘The Franks as the New Israel?’, 114-161. 
160  As for example also in the early thirteenth-century Image du monde, attributed to Guetier of Metz. 
The early thirteenth-century Middle High German Moriz von Craûn also speaks of chivalry’s translation 
to France, where chivalry is now blossoming, but without relating it to the clergy. Krämer, Translatio 
imperii et studii, 120, 128-131. 
161  Krämer, Translatio imperii et studii, 114. 
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France may never leave. God merely lent it to the others: no one speaks any more of the Greeks 

or the Romans; their fame has grown silent and their glowing ember has gone out.162 

 

The fact that chivalry accompanies learning may refer to the cultured education at the courts, but it 

may also reflect the new emphasis on the value of the mind, not only in bookish learning but also in 

military performance.163 Gerald of Wales, in his Instruction of Princes, thus makes the connection 

between a ruler’s education and his military success. At the same time, the merging of the two 

endowed chivalry with a religious benediction, deepening the nobility’s relationship with God as the 

order ordained to fight for Christianity.164  

Thus (climatically theorized) ethnic, linguistic, cultural and, in the course of the twelfth century, 

dynastic distinctions fragmented the notion of a universalizing Christianitas.165 At times, God’s 

army, the militia Dei, although fighting the common cause of a holy war, fell apart along ethnic 

lines; instead of a unifier, it might be a harbinger of ethnic difference and disunity. Ludwig 

Schmugge has pointed out that increased cultural contact with foreigners on the international stage 

of the Crusades most likely would have heightened an awareness of group identity.166 Although the 

Crusades were officially under the banner of Christian universalistic ideals, they thus simultaneously 

sharpened awareness of ethnic differences. Although the mission was in the name of Christendom, 

yet the tensions between the various parties partaking could at times reach critical levels. Name-

calling and high tempers were the result. In the texts of learned monks in the West, it was 

transformed into concepts of chosenness and environmental influences. 

The appeal of ethnic stereotypes to the nobility in crusading missions continued in the thirteenth 

century. Thus, in John Pecham’s poem calling for participants in Louis IX’s second crusade in 1270, 

‘An Exhortation for Christians against Muhammad’s People’, the whole gens Christiana, a spectrum 

of European peoples, is summoned to arms, including Spaniards, ‘swift and fearless’, Italians, 

‘exalted regal nation’, Transylvanians, and Slavs, drawing their bows. Following the twelfth-century 

tradition, the vanguard is still typically formed by the French, ‘gifted in arms’, whereas the Germans 

(and English), third in line, are exhorted:  

                                                      
162  Chrétien de Troyes, Cligés, vs. 30-43, ed. Harf-Lancner, 63, transl. Kibler, 123: ‘Ce nos ont nostre 
livre apris / qu’an 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. / Dex doint qu’ele i soit maintenue / et que li leus li 
abelisse / tant que ja mes de France n’isse / l’enors qui s’i est arrestee. / Dex l’avoit as altres prestee, / car 
des Grezois ne des Romains / ne dit an mes ne plus ne mains: / D’ax est la parole remese / et estainte la 
vive brese’. 
163  Even before Chrétien de Troyes, in Athis and Porphilias vs. 170 and 161-162, Athens is said to be 
the seat of the clergy and Rome of chivalry. Afterwards Athens is conquered by Rome and the clergy 
unites with chivalry in Rome; Krämer, Translatio imperii et studii, 119. 
164 Krämer, Translatio imperii et studii, 126-127. 
165 William M. Daly, ‘Christian Fraternity, the Crusaders, and the Security of Constantinople, 1097-
1204: The Precarious Survival of an Ideal’, in Medieval Studies 22 (1960), 43-91, states that very few 
thought in terms of a universal temporal empire; quoting F.L. Ganshof, he states that the res publica 
christiana never had any real existence. See page 44 and note 4.  
166 Schmugge, ‘Über “nationale” Vorurteile’, 444-448. 
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You, German people, robust,  

Warlike, rise up  

With a sword of well-wrought-steel!  

Make haste to the conflict!  

Disembowel, lacerate,  

Scourge and wound,  

Mangling their innards!167 

 

Warrior images of German steely violence and strength clearly lived on, here from an English 

perspective. The image of the coarse German, in contrast with French subtlety, would remain current 

in the second half of the thirteenth century. The German poet Freidank, in a crusade song on the Fall 

of Acre in 1291, thus sighed: ‘Swer schuldic sî, daz rihte got, daz wir dâ sîn der Wahle spot: und 

môhten tiusche liute daz lant gewinnen hiute, die wahle sint in sô gehaz, si gunnens den heiden 

michels baz.’168 William of Nangis, French chronicler, in his Deeds of Louis IX, relates of the Battle 

at Benevento between Manfred of Sicily and Charles of Anjou, which took place in 1266. Both 

armies were made up of a mixed lot: Charles’ contained contingents from Flanders, the Languedoc 

and the Provence; the Sicilian army included Saracens, Germans and Sicilians. The ‘German fury 

battled against French valour’, but in the end the ability of the mind overcame strength, so that ‘thus 

the vanquished obstinacy of the Germans lay prostrate for the aptness of the French’.169 Although 

Pecham calls upon the Germans to funnel their strength against the Muslim enemy, and thus put it to 

good use, from the twelfth century in the West, with the rise of chivalry, the reputation for the use of 

disproportionate violence increasingly turned into a reprehensible trait. The French nobility’s 

success in appropriating an image of cultured refinement as ideal knights did evoke some, weak, 

reactions among German writers. However, this only further attests to the triumph of the French in 

claiming chivalry for themselves, and the inability of the Germans to formulate a solid answer. 

 

German reactions 

It is difficult to water down the success of the French appropriation of the reputation of chivalry. The 

culture of French chivalry was received enthusiastically in the German territories, especially those 

                                                      
167 An edition, analysis of the poem and translation are provided by William Chester Jordan, ‘John 
Pecham on the Crusade’, in Crusades 9 (2010) 159-171, here at 168-169: ‘Tu consurge, gens Germana / 
Robusta, belligera / In spata colomana / Ad certamen propera / Viscera, lacera, / Verbera, vulnera, / 
Discerpendo viscera. Audi tu, gens Anglicana, / Freta carutis et plana, / Ad Bethel accelera.’ 
168 Freidank, Bescheidenheit, 163 7 ff; Mendels, ‘Nationalismus’, 300. 
169 William of Nangis, Ex primatis chronicis et Guillelmi gestis Ludovici IX, XII (MGH SS 26), 652: 
‘furor Theutonicus contra Francorum audaciam dimicaret (…). Sic igitur Theutonicorum cervicositas 
Gallicana calliditate perdomita occubuit.’ At 656 and 660 William of Nangis again speaks of the German 
fury, which the French overcome.  
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bordering the French, where Hartmann of Aue praised chivalry in Hainault and Brabant.170 

Tournaments were organized by Frederick Barbarossa. At the end of the twelfth century, German 

Minnesingers were adopting and translating the Arthurian romances and troubadour verses. It was, 

as Maurice Kirn writes, ‘the story of the profound penetration of German aristocratic society by 

ideas and values which it first found expressed in French literature’.171 As a result, the ideology of 

chivalry was acknowledged internationally, with similar ideals cropping up such as Manheit, Milte, 

Zuht and Trowve. It were again the educated clerics who first translated these texts into German; in 

contrast to France, the German princes were generally illiterate.172  

Some German writers expressed a high opinion of French culture. Wolfram of Eschenbach’s 

perception that it was the true land of chivalry has already been mentioned. A higher degree of 

intelligence is also attributed to them by the twelfth-century Saxon historian Helmold of Bosau, in a 

passage about how French king Louis VII managed to evade a possible attempt by Frederick 

Barbarossa to overcome him: ‘For the French, superior in genius, accomplished by counsel what 

seemed impossible for armed strength’.173 

At the same time, the Germans were aware of the fact that they were being ridiculed as less 

civilized bores, yet they offered little opposition.174 Interestingly, they themselves instated a pecking 

order among the Germanic peoples: the Flemish and Brabanders were the more chivalrous of 

knights, as they were closer to the heart of chivalry.175 There is some indication of a tendency in 

German chronicles to bagatelle courtliness; three of four German chronicles play down the chivalric 

character of the tournament organized by Frederick Barbarossa in 1184.176 Wolfram of Eschenbach 

relates the truly chivalric character of France to its arrogance. However, the most powerful literary 

repartee was produced by Walther von der Vogelweide. At the end of the twelfth century, the 

Provençal poet Peire Vidal had written upon Henry VI’s expedition against Pisa: ‘I find the Germans 

without grace and like uneducated common folk. If one of them tries to be courtly and gracious, it is 

a deadly nuisance and annoyance. Their language sounds like the barking of dogs.’177 Possibly in 

                                                      
170 Thomas, ‘Nationale Elemente’, 357. 
171 Keen, Chivalry, 37. 
172 Bumke, Courtly Culture, 75. 
173 Helmold of Bosau, Chronica Slavorum XCI, ed. Schmeidler, 318: ‘Francigenae enim ingenio altiores 
quod armis et viribus inpossibile videbatur consilio evicerunt’; transl. Tschan, Chronicle of the Slavs, 
239. Cf. Cerwinka, ‘Völkercharakteristiken’, 62.  
174 See old example in Orban about reactions to sound of them as a cart in gloss Notker. More research 
needs to be done on the German adaptions of French vernacular literature and the employment of 
stereotypes in German culture. 
175 Kern, ‘Der mittelalterliche Deutsche’, 242. 
176 Thomas, ‘Nationale Elemente’, 351-354. 
177 Peire Vidal, La Poesie de Peire Vidal 27, ed. Jospeh Anglade (Paris 1966): ‘Alamans trob 
deschauzitz e vilans / E quand negus si feing esser cortes, / Ira mortals cozens et enois es; / E lors parlars 
sembla lairars de cans.’ Cf. Ulrich Müller, ‘“Deutschland, Deutschland, Über Alles”? Walther von der 
Vogelweide, Hoffman von Fallersleben and the “Song of the Germans”: Medievalism, Nationalism 
and/or Facism’, in Medievalism in the Modern World: Essays in Honour of Leslie J. Workman (Turnhout 
1998), 117-129, here at 117, including the translation; Byrn, ‘National Stereotypes Reflected in German 
Literature’, 143-145. 
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reply to such provocations, Walther von der Vogelweide composed his famous song probably upon 

arrival at the Viennese ducal court in 1203, in which he states that ‘tiuschiu zuht gat vor in allen’. As 

did Peire Vidal, Walther makes use of the so-called ‘river formula’, pencilling in the scope of his 

praise from the boundaries of the rivers in east and west.178 Passing through many lands, German 

manners surpass all, from the Elbe to the Rhine to Hungary, where the most beautiful women live 

and the men are all well-bred: 

 

I have seen many lands, and observed the best of them, and I would deserve ill luck if ever I 

should let my heart be pleased by foreign customs. What good would it do me to assert such a 

falsehood? German manners surpass them all.179 

 

Another response might be offered in climatic terms. In intellectual spheres, Albertus Magnus came 

up with a different response, sarcastically remarking that the French, living in a hot region (from the 

German perspective), were exceptionally rash and bold, and likely to quickly give up, ‘doing 

wonderful things in the beginning and nothing in the end, and in French people like this are called 

hardi, bold’.180 These characteristics breathe the traits of the choleric temperament. Here we see 

again how climatic boundaries are tampered with. 

These stereotypes were certainly more valuable than mere indicators of a ‘history of hatred’. In 

the course of the twelfth century, rivalry between the northern French and the Germans not only 

thrived in a cultural atmosphere – there were also political implications. Although in the tenth 

century, the Gallo-Frankish and German polities had clearly gone their separate ways, with the 

empire firmly in Saxon, Salian and Staufen hands, in their relationship tension still lingered over the 

Carolingian inheritance.181 The German emperor and his knights had traditionally served as 

protectors of Rome. With this new emphasis on France as the home of chivalry, and in the wake of 

                                                      
178 Müller, ‘Deutschland, Deutschland’, 118-121; Koht, ‘Dawn of Nationalism’, 277. 
179 Walther von der Vogelweide. Leich, Lieder, Sangsprüche, ed. Karl Lachmann (Berlin and New York 
1996): ‘Ich han lande vil gesehen / unde nam der besten gerne war. / übel müeze mir geschehen, / künde 
ich ie min herze bringen dar, / Daz ime vol gevallen / wollte fremede site. / waz hulfe mich, obe ich 
unrehte strite? / tiutschiu zuht gat vor in allen. / Von der Elbe unz an den Rin / her wider unz an der 
Unger lant / da mügen wol die besten sin, / die ich in der welte han erkant. / Kann ich rehte schowen / 
guot gelaz und lip. / sem mir got, so swüer ich wol, daz hie diu wip / bezzer sint danne ander frowen. / 
Tiusche man sint wol gezogen, / reht als engel sint diu wip getan. / swer sie schultet, derst gat betrogen: / 
ich enkan sin anders niht verstan. / Tugent und reine minne, / swer die suochen wil, / der sol komen in 
unser lant, da ist wunne vil, / lange müeze ich leben dar inne!’ Transl. George F. Jones, Walther von der 
Vogelweide (New York 1968), 77-78. 
180 Albertus Magnus, Quaestiones VII 28: ‘Unde si sint audaces, hoc est inordinate et cum impetus et cito 
desistunt, ut Gallici, qui volunt facere mirabilia in principio et in fine nulla, et tales vocantur “hardi” in 
Gallico.’ Translation from Biller, ‘Proto-racial thought’, 179. Cf. the saying about the Picardians: ‘Isti 
Picardi non sunt ad prelia tardi: / Primo sunt hardi, sed sunt in fine coardi’; cf. Walther, ‘Scherz’, no. 100; 
Anne-Marie Bautier, ‘Peuples, provinces et villes dans la littérature proverbiale Latine du Moyen Age’, in 
François Suard and Claude Buridant (eds), Richesse du proverbe. Le proverbe au Moyen Age (Lille 
1984), vol. 1, 1-22, here at 12. 
181 Jean Dunbabin, France in the Making, 843-1180 (Oxford and New York 1985), 376-377. 
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the Investiture Contest, there arose tension and rivalry as to who were the true inheritors of 

Charlemagne’s power and designated defenders of Christianity. This notion also had political 

implications, for the idea that the pope had translated the imperium to Charlemagne – viewed as the 

proto-typical crusader in the twelfth century – was founded on his role as faithful protector of the 

church. However, with the growth of the French monarchy’s power, from Louis the Fat onwards, 

instances occur wherein a relationship is laid between the crusading mission, allusions to 

Carolingian descent and ethnic character, emanating from the heart of royal power: the monastery of 

Saint Denis. In a prophecy circulating at this time, it was said that the L for Louis VII may be 

transformed into a C – possibly a new Charlemagne, although Otto of Freising, who attributes such 

bold ideas to French levity, seems to envisage Louis as a new Persian king Cyrus.182 Conversely, in 

the prophesizing Play of the Antichrist, probably written in the vicinity of Regensburg circa 1160, 

the German emperor wielded his fury in order to combat Antichrist, before laying down his crown in 

anticipation of the last things.183  

In the course of the thirteenth century, notions strengthened that the French monarch, a ‘most 

Christian’ king, ruled over a region devout in faith, where the fountain of the clergy, chivalry and 

learning co-operated for the good.184 Beyond this period – and beyond the scope of this chapter – is 

the development in French royal circles of ideas that the French monarchy might even make a claim 

to the empire, as propounded amongst others by Pierre Dubois and William of Nangis, at the end of 

the thirteenth century. William of Nangis, biographer of Saint Louis, indeed summarizes that France 

is superior to the rest of the world in both faith, wisdom and chivalry. In William’s version, this 

translation was brought about by Saint Denis, patron of the French royal abbey, who as carrier of 

religion to France, took along with him estudes and chevalrie. This trinity is symbolized by the 

fleur-de-lis, the three petals representing faith, learning and military prowess.185 In a reversal of the 

imagery of French arrogance, Dubois additionally accused the Romans of natural guile in contrast to 

French humility.186 Pierre Dubois believed in one ruler of a united Christendom (who must be the 

French king, and descendant of Charlemagne).187 The early medieval etymological explanation of 

the name Franci as meaning free men, was now interpreted as ‘not subject to the German empire’. 

                                                      
182 Otto of Freising, Gesta Friderici, Prologue, ed. Schmale, 114-116, transl. Mierow, 25-26. See 
Elizabeth A.R. Brown and Michael W. Cothren, ‘The Twelfth-Century Crusading Window of the Abbey 
of Saint-Denis: Praeteritorum Enim Recordatio Futurorum est Exhibitio’, in Journal of the Warburg and 
Courtauld Institutes 49 (1986), 1-40, here at 28 and note 100.  
183 Cf. Der Ludus de Antichristo, ed. Friedrich Wilhelm (Munich 1912); The Play of the Antichrist, 
transl. John Wright (Toronto 1967). 
184 Joseph R. Strayer, ‘France: the Holy Land, the Chosen People, and the Most Christian King’, in 
Theodore K. Rabb and Jerrold E. Seigel (eds), Action and Conviction in Early Modern Europe: Essays in 
Memory of E.H. Harbison (Princeton 1969), 3-16, here at 6. 
185   Idem, 140-142; Strayer, ‘France and the Most Christian King’, 6. 
186 Coulton, ‘Nationalism in the Middle Ages’, 35. 
187 Kohn, ‘Idea of Nationalism’, 103. 
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Guillaume de Sauqueville wrote that whereas empire came from ‘en pire’, evil, to be free (the 

Franci) of evil was to be free of sin.188  

Eventually, such pretensions were rebutted by Alexander of Roes, cannon at Cologne, in his 

Memoriale (1281) and Notitia seculi (1288).189 Defending a universalistic empire as a divine office 

with a distinct role in the divine plan of salvation, Alexander set out to prove that the Germans 

(Franci Germani), descending from the Trojan Franks, were the original Franks and true Christian 

noblemen with outstanding martial virtues.190 The French, in contrast, were not pure Franks but of 

mixed Frankish-Gallic descent.191 His Memoriale, probably written for the papal curia, although 

praising the French for their typically clerical courtly manners (boldness, jocosity, generosity, 

amiability), in a digression of the qualities of the French cock (gallus), berates them for their 

inconstancy and arrogance, as well as of softness, frivolity and lightheadedness (for example 

organizing tournaments).192 He clearly states that the Germans by temperament are explicitly 

equipped for holy warfare.193 The Italians had inherited the sacerdotium, the Germans the imperium 

and the French the studium.  

However, as Leonard Scales has argued, the very fact that Alexander of Roes felt obliged to 

buttress the Germans’ reputation as martial defenders of Christendom reveals the strength of French 

claims to chivalrous valour.194 Although the Albigensian Crusade somewhat tarred the image of the 

French, at least among southern poets employing non-chivalrous images of cruelty, viciousness, 

drunkenness and avarice, in the thirteenth century French courtly finesse and martial excellence thus 

remained the benchmark of chivalry, giving them rhetorical confidence to claim independence from 

German universalistic hegemony. In order to do so, they needed the Germans as their counter-image, 

with whom they competed as paragons of the Christian knighthood.195 

                                                      
188 Quoted by Strayer, ‘France and the Most Christian King’, 14.  
189 See Leonard E. Scales, ‘France and the Empire: The Viewpoint of Alexander of Roes’, in French 
History 9/4 (1995), 394-416. 
190 Idem, 402-407; Mohr, ‘Frage des Nationalismus’, 113 ff. 
191 Hoppenbrouwers, ‘Medieval Peoples Imagined’, 11. 
192 Alexander of Roes, Memoriale XV and XVIII, ed. Grundmann and Heimpel, Schriften, 105-108 and 
113-115; and Notitia seculi XIII and XIV, ed. 160-161. Cf. Scales, ‘France and the Empire’, 408. In note 
70, Leonard Scales writes that the positive traits attributed to the French by Alexander seem to suggest 
less the ideal scholar than the ideal knight. However, these are ideals upheld by clerical scholars serving 
at court. See further chapter 8. Notably, Alexander relates the French superbia and luxuria (Notitia seculi, 
ed. pages 160-161) to the clerical order, which reigns in France.  
193 Alexander of Roes, Memoriale XXXIII, ed. Grundmann and Heimpel, Schriften, 142; Scales, ‘France 
and the Empire’, 400. 
194 Idem, 408-410. 
195 Paterson, The World of the Troubadours, 5-6. 
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8 

The Pursuit of Courtliness 
 

In the satirical Mirror of Fools (circa 1180), written by Nigel Longchamp (or Whireker), the stupid 

Italian ass Burnel embarks on a journey to find a medicine to lengthen his tail. After the stub of his 

natural tail is bitten off by a pack of dogs belonging to a Cistercian monk, Burnel decides to upgrade 

his status by seeking an education. Arriving in Paris to study theology and law, the ass reflects on 

the merits of the various university corporate guilds known as nations, which were organized loosely 

along ethnic-linguistic lines.1 In particular, Burnel is favourably disposed towards the English. As 

‘company alters manners’, joining their party may consequently lengthen Burnel’s tail – for word 

has it that they are tailed men. Their companionship is also rather agreeable, for the English are 

reputed for their subtle minds, excellent customs, handsome faces and eloquence, their shrewd wit 

and counsel, and their generosity. Their only vices are ‘Drink health!’ and ‘Lady friend!’2  

It is easy to take Nigel Longchamp’s high praise of the English with a pinch of salt: their ‘only 

fault’, excessive drinking (and their tailed behinds), was an excessively strong image repeatedly 

denounced or satirized in highly moral terms in the twelfth century. Both images: tailedness and 

drunkenness, ultimately evoked negative associations with the Anglo-Saxon beer drinking culture 

and the myth of their partially failed conversion in time’s past.3 In its most negative sense, their 

laudable traits, such as wit and generosity, could be said to be no more than a thin layer of veneer, a 

presumptuous conceit, superficially concealing a coarser, unrefined, nature. Taking stock of the 

purport of Longchamp’s satire, to hold up a mirror reviewing all angles of foolishness, Longchamp’s 

praise thus turns into mockery. For although Nigel Longchamp was himself an English Benedictine 

monk at the priory of Christchurch, Canterbury, his satirical Mirror was written for a clerical 

audience, holding up a mirror in which was reflected their own foolish, worldly careerism and 
                                                      
1 See Hilde de Ridder-Symoens, ‘Mobility’, in Walter Rüegg and Hilde de Ridder-Symoens (eds), A 
History of the University in Europe, 280-306, here at 282-283; Kibre, The Nations; Boyce, The English-
German Nation. For English students in Paris, see Astrik L. Gabriel, Garlandia. Studies in the History of 
the Medieval University (Notre Dame 1969), 1-37. 
2 Nigel Whireker, Speculum Stultorum, ed. John H. Mozley and Robert R. Raymo (Berkeley, 1960). In 
Thomas Wright, The Anglo-Latin Satirical Poets of the Twelfth Century I (London 1872), 63: ‘Et quia 
subtiles sensu considerat Anglos, / Pluribus ex causis se sociavit eis. / Moribus egregii, verbo vultuque 
venusti, / Ingenio pollent consilioque vigent. / Dona pluunt populis et detestantur avaris; / Fercula 
multiplicant et sine lege bibunt.’ Cf. Clanchy, England and its Rulers, 1066-1272, 142; Thomas, The 
English and the Normans, 299. 
3 See chapters 6 and 9. 
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pretentions. The ass’ ridiculous quest for a longer tail was, as Nigel Longchamp himself explains in 

his epilogue, a warning to ambitious clerics not to waste their lives in pursuit of bishoprics and 

worldly trappings.4 Ultimately, Longchamp’s satire carries the message not to strive against nature 

and the hand she has dealt you. Turning his message upside down, Nigel Longchamp would thus 

seem to intimate that ‘company does not alter manners’; the clerics should not adopt courtly ideals, a 

pursuit both ethically condemnable and futile in its nature.  

For many twelfth-century clerics and monks born in England, however, Longchamp’s message 

was not something to subscribe to. A century after the Norman Conquest, some Englishmen such as 

Alexander Neckam, Geoffrey of Vinsauf, or Richard of Devizes, were juxtaposing the pejorative 

stereotypes of the English as perfidious, cowardly drunken traitors with far more positive images: 

that of the merry, generous, intelligent, charming handsome Englishman.5 According to Hugh 

Thomas, who wrote an extensive monograph on the process of assimilation of English-Norman 

identities in twelfth-century England, such positive images promoted and reinforced an English 

identity, strengthening the notion of Englishness and offering an attractive set of valuable, self-

professed traits for those men wavering between identifying with the English, Norman or French 

culture, customs and values.6 In other words, ‘being English’ was becoming less shameful, which 

might speed up the assimilation process.  

This chapter discusses how these images bear a remarkable similarity to the courtly, and 

sanguine, ideals of character and behaviour reverberating at the Anglo-Norman courts of this period, 

which were filled with a new class of ambitious courtly clerics and servants, careerists representing 

broad echelons of society. These social climbers reshaped the image of Englishness using courtly 

norms of urbanity which were very similar to the humoural characterization of the sanguine man. 

First, it addresses the ‘shameful barbaric image of Anglo-Saxon England’ in pre- and post-Conquest 

times. Secondly, it discusses how in the early decades of the twelfth century William of 

Malmesbury, among others, emphasized how English manners had indeed improved after the 

Norman Conquest, in contrast to the uncouth barbarity of the Celts, which served as a convenient 

comparative image. In part, this positioning of the English on a higher rung of civilization must be 

viewed in light of the educational programs of this period, where the writings of classical authors 

such as Cicero were studied, and classicizing ideals of urbanity evoked. Thirdly, the flattering 

stereotype of the intelligent witty Englishman is reviewed as an image transferred from the ideal of 

courtliness, elicited by the secular clergy as a template for court officials and servants. In addition, 

positive images of the intelligent English were often embedded in allusions to paeans on the island’s 

                                                      
4 Nigel Whireker, Speculum Stultorum, ed. Mozley, 133. 
5 English is used generally here for inhabitants of Anglia and their culture. It may include both Anglo-
Saxons and Anglo-Normans. Anglo-Norman is sometimes used to set apart the new elite of mixed 
descent; Anglo-Saxon for the population before the Conquest and their descendants. 
6 Thomas, The English and the Normans, 300-301. 
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salubrious abundance and wealth – inherited from Gildas and Bede.7 Embroidering on the Christian 

tradition of England as a promised horn of plenty, a land of milk and honey, interwoven with 

climatic notions, the English was on a higher rung on the ladder of civilization, as paragons of 

courtliness in keeping with the secular clergy and nobility’s ideals. Finally, this chapter discusses 

first how images of wealth and abundance could also elicit criticism of decadence, and secondly how 

the image of the Anglo-Normans as civilized courtly paragons might be viewed as an urbane 

counterweight to the powerful image of France as the centre of chivalry and learning, by which the 

English at the same time distanced themselves from their Germanic past.  

In this period, English attitudes towards the French were ambivalent. Although the political 

struggle for hegemony over the continental fiefs could at times induce bitter antagonism between 

Anglo-Norman and northern French aristocrats, the elevated position of northern France as the 

cultural and intellectual centre had a magnetic attraction, often leaving the English in awe. These 

men made their careers based upon learning and literacy, frequently garnered in the schools of 

northern France. At the same time, the English were in competition with the French, with the 

confidence of the all-powerful Angevin courts flowing off the pages of contemporary sources. 

Notions of English urbanity were, then, possibly an acceptable, attractive alternative to French 

claims to chivalrous courtliness.  

As we shall see, where the northern French and Normans could claim a firm identity as 

chivalrous protectors of the Church – according to William of Malmesbury the latter were  ‘not 

priests but warriors, strong in arms and invincible in spirit’ – the Anglo-Normans were however 

contending with a far more insecure legacy, with a broken English history following a string of 

conquests, and a general reputation as weak fighters, which had been infused with a strong Norman 

warrior culture.8 On the other side of the equation, juxtaposing English civility with the ‘inferior 

barbaric’ culture of the Celts could serve as a powerful springboard in order to strengthen self-

confidence. In addition, by stressing English intelligence in contrast to German stupidity, the English 

could distance themselves further from the ‘barbaric northerners’ with whom the English had been 

shamefully associated in earlier times.  

First, however, the question should be raised who these twelfth-century ‘English’, ‘Normans’ or 

Anglo-Normans were, how they vied themselves, each other, and those in neighbouring territories 

such as northern France. This I discuss only summarily below, in relation to how the English and the 

Normans stood vis-à-vis, in light of the English pre-Conquest shameful image of barbarity. Twelfth-

century England was a hugely dynamic society in which individuals could be subject to complex, 

fluctuating feelings of belonging. After the Conquest, the name Anglo-Saxon could be more of less 

                                                      
7 Here the two axes of identity – north-south and east-west – following the biblical and classical 
traditions again meet.  
8 See chapter 7 for images of the French and Germans as knights. Cf. William of Malmesbury, Gesta 
regum Anglorum, ed. and transl. Mynors, Thomson and Winterbottom, vol. 1, 450-451: ‘non essent 
presbiteri sed milites armis validi, animis invicti’. 
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synonymous for ‘servile’, as William the Conqueror had removed the Anglo-Saxon elite from power 

and ravaged the country.9 Nonetheless, Hugh Thomas has argued that in twelfth-century historical 

writing there was still a desire to protect English pride and honour, to defend its culture and self-

identity against Norman stereotypes. On the other hand, Normans were ‘pragmatic rather than 

ideological’ in their prejudice, refraining from systematically heaping scorn on the English.10 To an 

extent, notions of Normanitas and Englishness thus remained impalpable concepts, continuously in 

negotiation and fluctuating.  

 

Identities in twelfth-century England 

In recent years, historians have conducted much research on the ethnic identity of the inhabitants of 

the British island in the centuries prior to and in the wake of the Norman Conquest.11 Although there 

is some discussion on the exact period or decades in which the Normans in England started to 

assimilate with the ‘English’, this process seems to have been taking place by the end of the twelfth 

century, in the reign of Henry II.12 Whereas at the Battle of the Standard in 1138, both Henry of 

Huntingdon’s and Ailred of Rievaulx’s version of Robert de Brus’ battle speech address the armies 

as ‘we Normans and English’, already indicators of a shared allegiance, as a result of acculturation 

and intermarriage in later decades it was becoming increasingly unclear who was ‘ethnically 

Norman’.13 Hugh Thomas points to Ailred of Rievaulx’ ‘Green Tree Prophecy’, linking the 

Conquest to the sin of the murder of Alfred Aetheling by Godwin of Essex in 1035, as a clear marker 

of assimilation and bonding among the elite.14 In the late twelfth century, Richard Fitz Nigel 

famously recorded in the Dialogue of the Exchequer that the English and the Normans had become 
                                                      
9 Marjorie Chibnall, Anglo-Norman England 1066-1166 (Oxford 1993), 11-43; Clanchy, England and its 
Rulers, 44-47. 
10 Thomas, The English and the Normans, 241. 
11 John Gillingham, ‘The Beginnings of English Imperialism’, in Journal of Historical Sociology 5 
(1992), 392-409; John Gillingham, ‘The English Invasion of Ireland’, in B. Bradshaw e.a. (eds), 
Representing Ireland (Cambridge 1993), 24-42; John Gillingham, ‘Henry of Huntingdon and the Twelfth-
Century Revival of the English Nation’, in L. Johnson and A. V. Murray (eds), Concepts of National 
Identity in  the Middle Ages (Leeds 1995), 75-101;  James Campbell,  ‘Some Twelfth-Century Views of 
the Anglo-Saxon Past’, Essays in Anglo-Saxon History, 209-229; Kathleen Davis, ‘National Writing in 
the Ninth Century: A Reminder for Postcolonial Thinking about the Nation’, in Journal of Medieval and 
Early Modern Studies 28/3 (1998), 611-637. 
12 See especially Thomas, The English and the Normans. John Gillingham, in his article ‘Henry of 
Huntingdon and the Twelfth Century Revival of the English Nation’, dates the process of assimilation to 
the 1140s, but his argument is based narrowly on Henry of Huntingdon’s remarks. See further Davies, 
The Matter of Britain and the Matter of England; Peter Hoppenbrouwers, De Standaardfactor. Over het 
gevoel Engels te zijn in de twaalfde eeuw (Amsterdam 2002).  
13 Thomas, The English and the Normans, 312; Hoppenbrouwers, Standaardfactor, 7; cf. Rosalind 
Ransford, ‘A Kind of Noah’s Ark: Aelred of Rievaulx and National Identity’, in Stuart Mews (ed.), 
Religion and National Identity. Papers Read at the Nineteenth Summer Meeting and the Twentieth Winter 
Meeting of the Ecclesiastical History Society (Oxford 1982), 137-146. 
14 Thomas, The English and the Normans, 252. Shortly before his death, Edward the Confessor was said 
to have dreamt of a warning that God would deliver the Anglo-Saxon kingdom into the hands of the 
devil; this would continue until the green tree, cut into half, should be reunited after it had been carried 
for three furlongs. These were said, in the 1160s, to have been reunited when King Henry I married 
Matilda. 
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so intermingled through marriage alliances and cohabitation that it was almost impossible to 

distinguish between the two among free people. However, the emphasis here is on the fact that he is 

speaking only of free men (in the context that full Englishness could only be proven if the subjects 

were serfs), and that his remark is, as Hugh Thomas put it, ‘expression not of unity but of 

uncertainty about elite identity’.15  

The complexities deepen if we look to how the Norman viewed themselves and were viewed by 

others. By the eleventh century, the Normans had undergone a process of acculturation, speaking 

French, although retaining their origin myth, sometimes tracing back their Danish ancestors to the 

Trojan Antenor.16 In England after the Conquest, the group of Norman invaders (in reality a mixed 

bunch, including Flemish and others) were in general, cultural terms labelled as ‘French’ by the 

indigenous inhabitants – something which did not seem to aggrieve the Normans, although they 

themselves maintained anti-French sentiments.17 In the course of the twelfth century, with Norman 

interests increasingly becoming ‘English’, however, the struggle between the Capetian and Angevin 

ruling houses for control over domains on the Continent was more and more represented in terms of 

‘French versus English’. One element possibly strengthening the assimilation process was the anti-

French sentiment existent among the Normans, both on the Continent and in England. In the 

continuous warring over the continental fiefs, the Normans could shape new alliances with the 

English against a common enemy. Conversely, in Pierre Riga’s poem about the treacherous marriage 

ceremony instigated by Henry II between his son and Louis’ toddler daughter, stereotypes about the 

English’ tailed perfidy were thus flung at Henry II’s camp. Thus these struggles over the French 

territories might increasingly shape Norman-English alliances against the French. At the same time, 

accusations originally tacked on the perfidious Anglo-Saxons before the Conquest, were now hurled 

at the Angevin ruling dynasty.  

On the other hand, as Richard Southern first wrote, the clerics, if not the nobility, looked in awe 

to France as the cultural heartland, and admiration for the French remained a strong current in many 

twelfth-century texts of Anglo-Norman hand. As so many litterati in twelfth-century England, these 

men usually enjoyed their education in the cathedral schools of northern France – Orleans, Tours, 

Chartres, Laon, and first and foremost Paris.18 Although, as Rodney Thompson has argued, northern 

France and England at this time formed a homogenous cultural region marked by an interconnected 

network of relations, the ideals within the imagined communities of clerics and knights were dictated 

by social and cultural values which the French, rather successfully, had appropriated.19 Praise of 

                                                      
15 Richard Fitz Nigel, Dialogus de Scaccario, ed. and transl. Charles Johnson, F.E.L. Carter, and D.E. 
Greenway (Oxford 1983), ed. 53; Thomas, The English and the Normans, 66-75; quote on page 75. 
16 See chapter 1 note 67 for references. 
17 Thomas, The English and the Normans, 321. 
18 Martin Aurell, The Plantagenet Empire 1154-1224, transl. David Crouch (Harlow 2007), 54.  
19 Rodney M. Thomson, ‘England and the Twelfth-Century Renaissance’, in Past & Present 101 (1983), 
3-21, here at 4. Thomson’s article was written in reaction to Richard Southern’s position that England 
was dependent on France, ‘a colony of the French intellectual empire’, with little achievement or 
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France, its schools and French chivalry is thus run-of-the-mill in English sources of this period: in 

Alexander Neckam’s laudation of Paris, the men are pious, learned, powerful, prudent, and good at 

arms; Herbert of Bosham speaks of ‘sweet France’; William of Newburgh writes that Richard 

Lionheart introduced tournaments in England because the French were better at fighting. French 

gothic architecture was copied and revered; the French language served as lingua Franca for the 

literary blossoming of romances. English clerics might express their admiration for the French 

monarchy.20 Conversely, scornful anti-French sentiment, inherited from the Normans, grew as the 

English participated and supported continental warfare.  

To further complicate matters, terminology of the geographic space in this period remains 

muddled. This is relevant here as ethnic identity could be related climatically to geographical space. 

Contrary to what Rees Davies believed, in this period the names Anglia and Britannia often feature 

as interchangeable toponyms. Certainly, England had become territorially distinct from Scotland 

(Scocia) and Wales (Wallia).21 Nonetheless, Britain – the island of the past – could be identified 

with Anglia – in the present; this is evident in Lawrence of Durham’s poem which puns on the 

angelic Englishman and the British descent from Brutus: ‘We beg this horrid Breton to desist / from 

mocking angel Angles – let us be! Reflect that Britain, lost to you, now takes / its name from us, and 

England’s where we live.’22 Under the heading ‘De Britannia’, Bartholomaeus Anglicus in his 

encyclopaedia also explains that ‘first this land was called Albion, perhaps because of the white 

cliffs surrounding the island. Thereafter, it was called Britannia after Brutus, but eventually it was 

named Anglia, after the Germans who occupied it.’23 At the same time however, there was a 

tendency for descriptions of Britain to slide into those of England, whether from confusion or 

arrogant carelessness; the name Britain seemingly had little relevance to ethnic consciousness by this 

                                                                                                                                                            
contribution of its own, besides historiography, science, wonders and secular government. See R.W. 
Southern, Medieval Humanism and Other Studies (Oxford 1970), 158-80. Cf. Thomas, The English and 
the Normans, 316. 
20 Thomas, The English and the Normans, 316-317. 
21 Clanchy, England and its Rulers, 249-250, who states that England and Britain were interchangeable 
by 1200; cf. Davies, ‘The Peoples of Britain and Ireland 1100-1400 II. Names, Boundaries and Regnal 
Solidarities’, 6. Davies stated that the name Britain was erased in the twelfth-thirteenth centuries. This 
was a process in which one could almost hear the ‘smack of firm government’. Yet he was overlooked 
many sources in which the two names are confused or indifferently interchanged. The on-going 
discussions about Geoffrey of Monmouth’s British history should perhaps also be reviewed in light of the 
ambivalence of terminology concerning Anglia/Britannia; the fissure between British and English was, 
for the English, perhaps less deep than some scholars have assumed.  
22 Lawrence of Durham, Dialogi III vs. 219-222, ed. Raine, 37-38; transl. Rigg, ‘Lawrence of Durham: 
Dialogues’, 79: ‘Horridus angelicos Brito ludere desinat Anglos, / Quaesumus hic et ubi jam sumus esse 
sinat. / Cogitat hoc quod ei sublata Britannia, nomen / Mutuat a nobis Anglia, nos et habet.’ Cf. Thomas, 
The English and the Normans, 314. 
23 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 28, ‘De Britannia’: ‘Huic primo Albino nomen 
fuit, forsan propter albas rupes insulam circumdantes. Deinde a Bruto Britannia est dicta, sed tandem a 
Germanicis ipsam obtinentibus Anglia est vocata, quaere supra multa de Anglia de litera A.’ Indeed, in 
the chapter ‘De Anglia’, Bartholomaeus offers a more extensive version of the tripartate nomenclature of 
the ‘island’ England. Cf Henry of Huntingdon, Historia Anglorum I 2, 12-13.   
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time.24 In most cases, ‘Britain’ came to be identified with the kingdom of England; in some, 

however, ‘England’ denoted the whole island (including Scotland and Wales) – as Alan MacColl 

remarks, an English habit still common in present times.25  

This geographical muddle does not, however, hold true for the ethnic groups in Anglia or 

Britannia; in the geographical descriptions, it invariably were the English (although sometimes 

represented as ‘descendants of Brutus’), and not the Welsh or Scots, who dwelt upon ‘this fertile plot 

of land’. The process of identifying the islanders with the Angli (and not the Saxons) had set in in 

the centuries prior to the Norman Conquest. From the tenth century, kings started, sometimes on 

charters and coins, to call themselves rex Anglorum. According to Rees Davies, it was in this period 

that boundaries were drawn and royal solidarity became strong, stabilizing the name of the 

English.26 In the first half of the twelfth century, the strong concept of ‘Englishness’ continued to 

carry weight as a group of historians, notably William of Malmesbury, Henry of Huntingdon, and 

Geffrei Gaimar, ‘triumphantly’ interpreted the past as English history, in titles such as Deeds of the 

English Kings, or History of the English.27 Nonetheless, as said, ‘Englishness’ remained 

problematic, as it also held associations with the servility, treachery and cowardice of the Anglo-

Saxons. These complexities demonstrate that caution is needed in discussing ‘English’ or ‘Anglo-

Norman’ identity or culture in this period. Some scholars have spoken of a ‘new national feeling in 

the twelfth century’, of claims to English superiority over the Celts.28 Undeniably, there was, at 

times, a sense of pride and confidence at the English courts. But how ‘national’ a twelfth-century 

notion of English superiority was, remains nebulous. It is highly unlikely that most Anglo-Saxon 

peasants identified with (or were aware of) of the presumed ‘civilizing process’ which according to 

William of Malmesbury was taking place in twelfth-century England; or that the men making such 

claims had Anglo-Saxon peasants in mind, a group destined to serfdom after the Conquest. Whereas 

the English custom of wassailing (see chapter 9) may have been enjoyed by wide consumer groups, 

it is hard to fathom that a English culture of ‘civilized manners’ was practiced nationwide. In a 

remark about men banished from the church by Anselm of Canterbury with their ‘wickedly long and 

feminine hair’, the monk Eadmer of Canterbury states that ‘whoever is not long-haired is called as 

an insult “peasant” or “priest”’ – peasant here explicitly meaning Anglo-Saxon, not Anglo-

Norman.29 Whether Nigel Wireker reckoned one could encounter the merry, intelligent generous 

                                                      
24 Thomas, The English and the Normans, 265. 
25 Alan MacColl, ‘The Meaning of “Britain” in Medieval and Early Modern England’, in: Journal of 
British Studies 45 (April 2006),’248-269, here at 249. At 259-260, MacColl discusses the possibility that 
the idea of a ‘British’ England as an island hinges on Bede’s account of attacks on Britons by Irish and 
Picts who were separated from the Britons by two long and wide arms of the sea.   
26 Davies, ‘The Peoples of Britain and Ireland 1100-1400 I. Identities’, 13. 
27 Idem, ‘Peoples of Britain and Ireland’, 7-22. 
28 Hoppenbrouwers, Standaardfactor, 9. 
29 Eadmer, Historia novorum, 214. Cf. Bartlett, ‘Symbolic Meanings of Hair’, 51; Stafford, ‘Meanings of 
Hair’, 156. 
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Englishman among all social layers of society or specifically among the educated men participating 

in university and court life, is thus questionable.  

Markedly in the verse attributed to Hugh of Montacute discussed below, emphasis is laid on the 

‘indigenous’ nature of English courtliness. ‘Native’ clerics such as Gerald of Wales or Walter Map, 

however, thought much less of royal officials of low birth including sergeants and foresters or those 

climbing the ranks though fawning flattery – to say nothing of the generally extremely base image of 

rustics as swarthy, grotesque, boorish creatures ignorant of religion.30 Moreover, many clerics also 

took to criticizing the ambitious courtiers – whose self-image, as we shall see, was transferred onto 

the Angli – in search of promotion and rewards. Begging for ecclesiastical benefices ‘in their frantic 

pursuit of bishoprics and prebends’ through flattery and cunning was the flipside bitterly condemned 

by some satirists such as Walter Map, John of Salisbury or Peter of Blois.31 Criticism of parvenus, 

‘lesser men’, was commonly clothed in denouncements of the ‘democratization of knowledge’, as 

Martin Aurell states.32 To quote Walter Map, himself hardly of high noble birth but feeling the 

necessity to trample on those balancing on a lower rung: ‘The villeins on the other hand (or rustics, 

as we call them) vie each other in bringing up their ignoble and degenerate offspring to those arts 

which are forbidden to them.’33 Careerism and the tarnishing of the ‘independent study of the liberal 

arts’ by putting it to prosaic practical use were additionally lamented, as well a general revelling in 

worldly delights. By taking up positions at the courts, these educated clerics could thus be thrown 

into emotional turmoil, as the trappings and ambitions of their secular courtly lives competed with 

their self-professed ethical desire to devote themselves to non-worldly things. Most of the court 

critics were, after all, themselves (former) courtiers. Although, as will be discussed below, the image 

of the English could at times equate to civility, it is therefore probable that this only applied to those 

English (of Anglo-Saxon or –Norman extract) with enough intellectual alacrity, and moral restraint, 

to survive the schools and find a position at the courts. Otherwise, the name Anglo-Saxon could still 

mean ‘servile’ or barbaric, referring to the lower social strata of society, and still instilling shame.  

 

The shame of the English 

Both before and after the Norman Conquest, the Anglo-Saxons suffered from ill repute for a number 

of reasons. In post-Conquest writings ‘Anglo-Saxon’ could refer specifically to serfdom, as 

according to some of the meanest of men were allotted a fate of servility as punishment for their sins 

and weaknesses.34 In addition, an unbroken theme in English historical writing justified the wave of 

                                                      
30 See Freedman, Images of the Medieval Peasant, chapter 6; Aurell, Plantagenet Empire, 60-61. 
31 Aurell, Plantagenet Empire, 58-59. 
32 Idem, 61. 
33 Walter Map, De nugis curialium I 10, ed. and transl. James, Brooke and Mynors, 13: ‘Servi vero, quos 
vocamus rusticos, suos ignominiosus et degeneres in artibus eis debitis enutrire contendunt’; quoted by 
Aurell, Plantagenet Empire, 61. 
34 Thomas, The English and the Normans, 251. 
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conquests as divine punishment for the sins of the islanders.35 These sins were substantial. In self-

deprecating terms, the gluttony, lust and corruption of priests and monks were frequently called 

upon, English fighters supposedly wallowing in drunkenness, and displaying weakness and 

effeminacy. A general decline in religion and learning, and the oppression of the poor, were said to 

mark the morally debased state of the nation. Cunning, conniving, the Anglo-Saxons were accused 

of perfidy and treachery, both in older pre-Conquest Norman sources and later notably, within the 

context of the English-French wars.36 A recurring image was the ineptitude of English knights in 

warfare, achieving little military prowess, or as John Gillingham wrote, fighting like country 

bumpkins; in post-Conquest sources they could be represented as long-haired effeminates, as in 

Baudri of Dol’s verse composition for countess Adela.37 In some cases, the English were depicted as 

wallowing in extreme luxuriousness and weakness; this was the collateral damage of England’s 

proverbial wealth, abundance and generosity. All in all, these images were in stark contrast to that of 

the brave Normans and chivalrous French. They were strong enough for pro-English writers such as 

Henry of Huntingdon or Ailred of Rievaulx to subsequently internalize them, depicting the English 

as bad knights.38 

On a more general level, the slur of inferior barbarity clung to the English.39 According to 

William of Poitiers, for example, the English were a gens rustica. Typical ‘barbaric’ traits such as a 

lack of knowledge and learning crop up both in pro-English and pro-Norman sources, as well as that 

of a morally and intellectually backward Church. As Hugh Thomas points out, the frequent use of 

the vernacular instead of Latin – in which Anglo-Saxon culture was indeed exceptional – could be 

seen as an indicator of English barbarism.40 But in general terms, the accusation of barbarity has 

more to do with England’s marginal geographical positioning on the edge of the world and with 

English-German roots than with a vast cultural gulf between the Continent and the island of Britain. 

Although the Normans were said to have instituted Church reform, bringing with them new books, 

stimulating intellectual life, with a new emphasis on patristic learning, it is difficult to determine to 

which extent this would not have occurred in England regardless of Norman influences. Given that 

the slur of moral and intellectual deterioration was said to have led to the string of conquests, such 

tokens of barbarity must nonetheless have had a particularly biting sting.41 Thus, writes Orderic 

Vitalis, the Normans found the English rustic and almost illiterate, to which they accounted the 

                                                      
35 See further chapter 9. 
36 Cf. Thomas, The English and the Normans, 244-246 for pre-Conquest Norman sources. According to 
Thomas, there was a counter-response among Anglo-Normans such as Orderic Vitalis, emphasizing how 
the English were faithful to their rulers. 
37 Gillingham, ‘Henry of Huntingdon and the English Nation’, 82. Gillingham is referring here to the 
opinion of powerful men such as the Norman Waleran of Meulan, who viewed themselves as the flower 
of knighthood. Thomas, The English and the Normans, 247-248. 
38 William of Poitiers, Gesta Guillelmi II 31, ed. Davis and Chibnall, 152-153; cf. Thomas, The English 
and the Normans, 247, 251 for source references. 
39 Thomas, The English and the Normans, 242. 
40 Idem, 251. 
41 Idem, 252-253. 
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coming of the Danes and the destruction wrought on England as a result of their sins, abundance of 

food and drink, ‘shallowness and flabbiness of the people’, destruction of the monasteries and lack 

of canonical discipline.42  

With such bad press and hovering on the lower social rung of society after the Conquest, it is 

difficult to imagine how the English – Angli in the sources – could be called paragons of civility a 

mere century after 1066. Such images of barbarity and lack of learning are indeed far removed from 

the statement made by Nigel Longchamp in his Mirror of Fools that the English were charming, full 

of wit, and intelligent men. As discussed below, this transformation of their reputation – at least of 

English clerics and monks – was effected in a number of ways: by geographically tweaking the 

marginal positioning of England in order to bring it into the ‘civilized world’; by referring to Gildas’ 

and Bede’s imagery of England as a place of bounty, and by specifically appropriating images of 

courtliness and urbanity. Paving the way in the process of transformation was the adoption of the 

concept, already existent in some pre-Conquest Norman sources, of an evolutionary ‘civilizing 

process’ championed early on by monks such as Orderic Vitalis and notably William of 

Malmesbury. In return, as Hugh Thomas wrote, the English salvaged their identity by defending 

their pride, respectability and honour.43 This will be discussed first below. 

 

The civilizing process 

Some contemporary historians did attempt to counter-balance the negative image of the English with 

descriptions of England’s glorious past before the Conquest. William of Malmesbury did not refrain 

from criticizing the Normans for their fluctuating alliances and love of money. Also, after the 

Conquest, the Normans were not immune to English culture, adopting the English drinking customs, 

luxuriousness and gluttony. Orderic Vitalis and Henry of Huntingdon express similar criticisms of 

Norman ambition, savagery, unruliness and sedition.44 An anonymous author, writing circa 1180, 

who identified those who spoke English as his fellow-countrymen, even went so far as to describe 

the Normans of 1066 as ‘perfidious’, ‘fierce’ and ‘savage’; he went on to assert that ‘our Norman 

kings should rejoice that they inherited all that is best in the English spirit of generosity, in their 

pride in their kingdom, in their virtuous way of life and in their fine physical strength’.45 

More importantly however was that with the coming of the Normans, a new concept entered 

England: that of the evolutionary progress from a pastoral rural society to civilized urbanity. 

According to this concept of progress, society makes headway in four stages of human history, in 

which socio-economic groups transform from being hunters to shepherds, then transforming into an 

                                                      
42 Orderic Vitalis, Historia Ecclesiastica IV 2, 208, ed. and transl. Chibnall, vol. 2, 246-247: ‘levitas et 
mollicies gentis’. 
43 Thomas, The English and the Normans, 241-261. 
44 Idem, 259. 
45 The Waltham Chronicle, ed. and transl. L. Watkiss and M. Chibnall (Oxford, 1994), 2-3, 48-49, 56-57: 
‘se gaudeant Normanni reges nostri quod precipuum est in omni munificentia et regni gloria et morum 
honestate et corporis habitudine decenti suscepisse’. 
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agricultural society and finally urbanizing. This was championed early on by William of 

Malmesbury, and later famously applied by Gerald of Wales in his ethnography of the Irish. 

However, where the Irish failed to make but little progress, the English, under Norman influence, 

had been more successful.46  

Where William of Malmesbury precisely took his concept of evolutionary progress from remains 

unclear. Although this was an ancient concept already put forward by Varro, it is equally possible 

that Norman scholars orally transmitted this evolutionary concept of progress – perhaps impressing 

the English to polish their manners now that they were in ‘good company’. Similar anti-Celtic slurs 

containing the notion of social progress were already being made in Normandy before the Conquest, 

though less pronounced about the three stages of progress. In the eleventh century, the Norman 

Warner of Rouen attacked the Irish using common vicious stock types: sexuality, agricultural 

backwardness, semi-paganism; William of Poitiers attacked the Bretons in a like manner, comparing 

their polygamy to that of the Moors, ‘who were ignorant of divine law and chaste morals’, and 

speaking of little cultivation of fields or improvement of customs, as they lived off milk and very 

little bread (without crop growth), and were given to plunder and feuds.47 However, William of 

Malmesbury’s evolutionary notion of increasing civilitas could just as much be an intellectual, 

classical concept. William had immersed himself in classical literature, reading Seneca, Cicero and 

Lucan; according to John Gillingham, he subsequently adopted the classical view of the world as ‘us 

and the barbarians’.48  

To an extent, Gillingham acknowledges that twelfth-century post-Conquest England indeed 

witnessed a degree of progress under Norman influence: the abolishment of slavery, introduction of 

chivalry, growth of towns and markets.49 In William of Malmesbury’s view, however, the social and 

cultural changes harkened a renewal of progress within an historical framework. Ever since the time 

of Bertha, the sixth-century Frankish wife of Aethelbert of Kent, French culture had been rubbing 

off and polishing the English; the Norman Conquest was but another phase in this civilization 

process.50 Mutual acculturation partly took place, as the Normans appropriated English (gluttonous) 

drinking and eating customs; on the other hand, the English adopted Norman ‘mores’. Already in the 

early decades, Orderic Vitalis thus wrote that the ‘English and Normans were living peacefully 

together in boroughs, towns, and cities, and were intermarrying with each other. You could see many 

villages or town markets filled with displays of French wares and merchandise, and observe the 

                                                      
46 William of Malmesbury, Gesta regum Anglorum V 409, ed. and transl. Mynors, Thomson and 
Winterbottom, vol. 1, 738-741; Gerald of Wales, Gerald of Wales, Topographia Hibernica III 10, ed. 
Dimock, vol. 5, 151, transl. O’Meara, 85-86. See Thomas, The English and the Normans, 310-316 for 
discussion and more source references. 
47 William of Poitiers, Gesta Guillelmi I 44, ed. Davis and Chibnall, 74-75. Thomas, The English and the 
Normans, 39. Raldulfus Glaber, Historiae II 4, ed. and transl. France, 56-59, speaks disparagingly of the 
vast quantities of milk produced in Brittany, their sole source of wealth. 
48 Gillingham. ‘Civilizing the English?’, 18-26. 
49 Idem, 21, 37. 
50 Idem, 37-38; Thomas, The English and the Normans, 254. 
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English, who had previously seemed contemptible to the French in their native dress, completely 

transformed by foreign fashions. No one dared to pillage, but everyone cultivated his own fields in 

safety and lived contentedly with his neighbour.’51 

The concept of a civilizing process was in effect comparative and relational. In order to measure 

progress, ethnic groups might be set off against one another. Thus, it might have been expedient for 

the eleventh-century Normans to compare themselves to the backward Bretons. The English likewise 

compared their urbanity to stagnant Irish socio-cultural norms. Much has been written about the 

employment of negative dehumanizing stereotypes displaying the attitudes of the Anglo-Norman 

elite towards the Celtic other, justifying their aggressive oppression and land grabbing in Wales and 

Ireland in the twelfth century.52 Underlining the strength of such stereotypes is the anecdote told by 

Gerald of Wales about the Welsh dean of Cantref Mawr, who, accompanying a Breton nobleman on 

a tour of local Welsh defences by order of Henry II, ate handfuls of grass, reaffirming the image of 

the bestial Welsh among the Anglo-Norman elite as almost inhuman.53 The motive for employing 

such stereotypes was, according to Jeffrey Cohen, that ‘an indigenous people are represented as 

primitive, subhuman, incomprehensible in order to render the taking of their lands unproblematic’.54  

After the Conquest English hostility of the Celts increased markedly, especially from the 1120s. 

In Hugh Thomas’ view, it is not unthinkable that hostility between Normans and English decreased 

as anti-Celtic antagonism rose.55 In many sources, the Scottish were held accountable for atrocious 

acts, despite the fact that it were the Normans and English who were actually the perpetrators of 

most deeds of violence. The interests of the Normans and natives were aligned in their encounters 

                                                      
51 Orderic Vitalis, Historia Ecclesiastica IV 2, 214, ed. and transl. Chibnall, vol. 2, 256: ‘Civiliter Angli 
cum Normannis cohabitabant in burgis, castris et urbibus conubiis alteri alteros mutuo sibi coniungentes. 
Vicos aliquot aut fora urbana Gallicis mercibus et mangonibus referta conspiceres et ubique Anglos qui 
pridem amictu patrio compti Francis videbantur turpes, nunc peregrino cultu alteratos videres. Nemo 
praedari audebat sed unusquisque sua rura tuto colebat, suoque compari’; cf. Thomas, The English and 
the Normans, 321; Gillingham. ‘Civilizing the English?’, 19.  
52 John Gillingham, The English in the Twelfth Century: Imperialism, National Identity and Political 
Values (Woodbridge 2000) and idem, ‘Images of Ireland, 1170-1600: The Origins of English 
Imperialism’ in History Today 37/2 (1987) 16-22; Davies, The First English Empire; James Muldoon, 
Identity on the Medieval Irish Frontier: Degenerate Englishmen, Wild Irishmen, Middle Nations 
(Gainesville 2003); Brendan Smith, Colonisation and Conquest in Medieval Ireland: The English in 
Louth, 1170-1330 (Cambridge 1999), esp. chapter 4; Robin Frame, ‘”Les Engleys nées en Irlande”: The 
English Political Identity in Medieval Ireland’, in Transactions of the Royal Historical Society sixth 
series, 3 (1993), 83-103; W.R. Jones, ‘England against the Celtic fringe: A study in cultural stereotypes’, 
in Journal of World History / Cahiers d’Histoire Mondiale 13 (1971), 155-171; James F. Lydon, ‘Nation 
and Race in Medieval Ireland’, in Simon Forde, Lesley Johnson and Alan V. Murray (eds), Concepts of 
National Identity in the Middle Ages (Leeds 1995), 103-123; Richard C. Hoffmann, ‘Outsiders by birth 
and blood: racist ideologies and realities around the periphery of Europe’, in James Muldoon (ed.), The 
Medieval Frontiers in Latin Christendom: Expansion, Contraction, Continuity (Aldershot 2008), 149-
180; R.R. Davies, Domination and Conquest: The Experience of Ireland, Scotland and Wales, 1100-1300 
(Cambridge 1990) 20-23.  
53 Gerald of Wales, Itinerarium Kambriae I 10; Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, ‘Hybrids, Monsters, Borderlands’, 
in Jeffrey Jerome Cohen (ed.), The Postcolonial Middle Ages (Basingstoke 2000), 85-104, here at 86-87.  
54 Idem, 87. 
55 Idem, 310. Gillingham, English in the Twelfth Century, 27-29. 
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with the Irish and Welsh, feeling unity in the face of the common foe.56 More importantly, pejorative 

stereotypes of the Celts helped the English gain self-confidence as a more civilized people, whose 

culture was more aligned to that of the Normans and French than of their neighbours living, to use 

demeaning terms, in their backyard. In this William of Malmesbury was a pioneer, Henry of 

Huntingdon and Ailred of Rievaulx following suit.57 By trampling on the Irish – so rustic they could 

barely transform – these Anglo-Normans willingly set themselves apart as men willing to adapt to 

Norman culture, thus putting their ‘barbaric’ past somewhat behind them. The English even 

succeeded in polishing the barbaric Scots. King David of Scotland, promising any of his subjects 

who might live ‘in a more cultivated style, dress with more elegance and learn to eat with more 

refinement’ three years of tax exemption, had been ‘made more courtly by his upbringing amongst 

us and the rust of his native barbarism had been polished away’. David is also accredited with 

Scotland’s first major wave of urbanization.58  

The adoption of this notion of cultural progress thus offered the English an incentive and 

mechanism to trample on cultural groups on the periphery and even the confidence to criticize the 

Normans and French. Indeed, the notion of a civilizing process, in which society transformed from a 

pastoral to an urban conglomeration, was eagerly adopted by some Anglo-Normans. In addition, 

after the Conquest, the civilizing notion perhaps offered an attractive mechanism for ambitious men, 

as it opened up a passageway to the higher echelons of culture, society and power. As such it could 

meet recognition among the new elite partly because English government and society indeed 

witnessed a remarkable growth in wealth and power in the twelfth century. Towns prospered, the 

economy flourished. As a result, William FitzStephen felt inspired to write an extensive praise of the 

commodities of London.59 Henry of Huntingdon said that England’s wealth was greater even than 

that of Germany, its cities glittering on the fertile banks of beautiful rivers.60 At the same time, it 

was such an attractive notion because it offered men of mixed ethnicity and sometimes quite 

unsubstantial or even ignoble backgrounds an argument to buttress their self-esteem as they polished 

and refined their manners.  

                                                      
56 Thomas, The English and the Normans, 311-312. 
57 Idem, 313-314; Davies, ‘Boundaries and Regnal Solidarities’; Gillingham, ‘Civilizing the English?’, 
5-6, 28-29.  
58 Gillingham, ‘Civilizing the English?’, 41-42; Jaeger, Origins of Courtliness, 181. See also Ailred of 
Rievaulx’s remarks about King David’s civilizing of the Scots, written in the 1150s: ‘He refined your 
barbarous customs with Christian piety (…) He knew how to bring a whole people, once rough and rustic, 
to manners which were refined and gentle (...) The barbarity of that people was completely overcome by 
his benevolence and by the laws which his royal gentleness imposed.’ These were later echoed by 
Gervase of Tilbury and Bartholomaeus Anglicus. See also chapter 5. Gervase of Tilbury is one of the few 
to claim that once Ireland had been allotted by Henry II to the English in knights’ fees, the land cultivated, 
religion flourished. 
59 For the genre of laudes urbium see Carl Joachim Classen, Die Stadt im Spiegel der Descriptiones und 
Laudes urbium in der antiken und mittelalterlichen Literatur bis zum Ende des zwölften Jahrhunderts 
(Hildesheim and New York 1980); J.K. Hyde, ‘Medieval Descriptions of Cities’, in Bulletin of the John 
Rylands Library 48 (1965-1966), 308-340. 
60 Gillingham, ‘Civilizing the English?’, 38. 
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The secular clergy at the courts seem to have played a substantial role in shaping these new 

acclaims to civility and refinement, sketching England as a place of bounty, temperance and 

civilization. Henry of Huntingdon thus relates this new opulence to the superior manners, lifestyle 

and fashion of the English. As new men (one might say: parvenus) at the courts, some clerics (but 

also noble men), trying to make careers by finding favour with their lords, could be particularly 

susceptible to the attractions of courtly ‘civilizing’ ideals of behaviour and manners. As men of 

mixed descent, they also took pains to emphasize the ‘Englishness’ of courtly civility. To understand 

this, it is necessary to look at the ideals and criticisms of court life in this period, and how they could 

be appropriated using images of ethnicity.  

  

Englishness and ideals of civility  

Whereas the French claimed a reputation of chivalry in the heartland of civilization, the English 

instead moulded an image of generosity, intelligence, and merriment, which was tightly related to 

the idea of courtliness. Whereas in the first half of the twelfth century William of Malmesbury still 

spoke of a civilizing process, those Englishmen, working during the reign of King Henry II, who had 

received their education in France, the ‘centre of culture’, thus began to present themselves as 

paragons of civility, as those who had climbed the ladder of civilization. In order to emphasize their 

new position, they embraced the ideals of urbanity. In Nigel Longchamp’s Mirror of Fools, the 

English students at Paris were famed for being generous, merry, intelligent, charming young men. 

The rise of government administered by educated social climbers, ‘moderns’, possibly facilitated this 

new reputation.61  

In twelfth-century England, educational opportunities arose for talented men from modest social 

backgrounds; at the same time the expansion of bureaucracy increased the demand for literate clerks. 

As a consequence, upward social mobility was recurrent, not only among men of Anglo-Norman 

descent but also ‘native’ Anglo-Saxons. Indeed, the men at the Plantagenet royal and ecclesiastical 

courts were a mixed lot, some of noble standing but many climbing the ranks from lower social 

strata, lesser knightly and urban families. Some examples of men of unspectacular English birth are 

John of Salisbury, Thomas Becket, and Ranulf de Glanville – men most famous in their day. The 

court staff, serving the king as officials and servants, was thus a political community with a broad 

social background. The majority of court servants had however been students of the cathedral 

schools of northern France, especially Paris. In this the English royal court differed somewhat from 

the French Capetian court, where the lesser noble aristocracy and urban elite, and not so much the 

intellectual upper crust, held sway.62  

                                                      
61 For the notion that clerics of the twelfth century were ‘moderns’ balancing on the shoulders of ancient 
giants, see Brian Stock, ‘Antiqui or moderni’, New Literary History 10/2 (1979), 391-400; M.T. Clanchy, 
‘Moderni in Education and Government in England’, in Speculum 50/4 (1975), 671-688. 
62 Aurell, Plantagenet Empire, 47-59. 
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A typical example of a social climber making in career in a meritocracy, who presents the 

English as merry and generous, is Alexander Neckam (1157-1217), the son of King John’s wet 

nurse, who later became the abbot of Circencester. In a verse attributed to him, he paints a generally 

very benevolent picture of the English, even writing positively about English knights:  

 

They are strong in war, energetic, powerful in fighting, 

Ever severe, but they grow mild when battles are put aside. 

They are handsome; cultivated, they flourish with love of virtue. 

But virtue is nothing, except with respect for duty. 

The English people do not know the disease of avarice,  

Love of giving grows as much as wealth itself does. (…)  

It is very praiseworthy to them [to be] refined with a rich table  

Cheerful faces always enter no matter what. (…)  

A gracious nature is given to them and gracious ways,  

Thus they know what is the sweet mixture of virtues.  

Why are the English people the envy of every people?  

Envy seeks the heights, wind blows over the highest points.63  

 

The description of the English is remarkably similar to the ideals of civility in this period. The 

concept of medieval courtliness – or urbanitas, the word they frequently used – entailed both ethical 

and social reform, ethically the ideal of elegantia morum and urbanitas; socially, the code of 

curialitas.64 An elegant way of life and discipline, controlling impulsive behaviour (elegans et 

urbana disciplina), entailed grace, charm, pleasantness and agreeable manners. From glosses, it is 

evident that the words elegans/eleganter, urbanitas, facetus (fine, polite, gentle) and venustas 

(charm) are closely tied to facetias (jest, witticism) and iucunditer (in a delightful manner). In 

Papias’ Lexicon, facetus, witty, is glossed as urbana venusta iocosa, urbane charming jesting; 

venustas, charm, is glossed as pulchritudo, urbanitas, eloquentia, handsome, urbane and eloquent; 

                                                      
63 William Camden, Remains Concerning Britain, ed. R.D. Dunn (Toronto, Buffalo, London 1984), 18: 
‘Sunt bello fortes, alacres, validique duelles, / Aspera sed positis mitescant secula bellis. / Sunt nitidi, 
culti florent virtutus amore, / Sed nihil est virtus, nisi cum pietatis honore. / Quid sit avaritiae pestis gens 
Anglica nescit, / Crescit amor dandi, quantu ipsa pecunia crescit. (…) Lautior est illis cum mensa divite 
cultus, / Accedunt hilares semper super Omnia vultus. (…) Gratius ingenium datur his, et gratia morum, / 
Sic norunt quam sit dulcis mixtura bonorum. / Anglorum cur est gens quaevis invida genti? / Summa petit 
livor, perflant altissima venti.’ Translation by Thomas, The English and the Normans, 297. A shorter 
version is published in M. Esposito, ‘On Some Unpublished Poems Attributed to Alexander Neckam’, in: 
English Historical Review 30 (1915), 450-471, here at 456-457.    
64 These ideals can also be translated into the Old French courtoisie and German hövesche zühte, 
according to Stephen Jaeger an imperial tradition independent of the French. Jaeger, Origins of 
Courtliness, 127. 
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iocus, jesting, as lepos, urbanitas, charming, urbane. Essentially these were classical ideals, urbanity, 

and elegant, witty speech already being entertained in antiquity.65  

In the twelfth century, joking, mirth, and urbane wit were typical pastimes of courts across 

Europe.66 Facetia, jesting, was a secular occupation of the courtly clergy which was sometimes 

frowned upon in monastic circles, as were hilaritas (merriment) and iocunditas (Bernard of 

Clairvaux, Peter Damian).67 In clerical milieus, jesting could be used to disguise criticism of a ruler. 

Beautiful manners, harmonious self-control, with respect for the social order, suave speech, and 

refined gestures also cultivated ‘a beautiful and pure temperament’, as ‘external indicators of inner 

harmony’.68 Further specific ideals were affability, amiableness, unbroken cheerfulness, humility, 

modesty, mildness and patience.69 Although the clerics were sometimes critical of court life, 

especially devious courtly plotting, in general these social values were shared by both churchmen 

and nobility alike.70 

Indeed, the English courts entertained these very notions of civility. Thomas Becket was said to 

drill young aristocrats at the court of Henry II to display restraint at the dinner table, eating with 

moderation, passing dishes in an orderly fashion.71 Etiquette domesticating the noblemen, urging 

them to control their urges, refine their manners, was equally practised at the Plantagenet court as 

elsewhere in French or German territories. The many handbooks instructing on manners point 

strongly to an active ‘civilizing process’ underway in the twelfth century.72 

New was also that the ideals of civility were linked to the environment. The wealth of the land 

might lead to generosity and refinement. This is discussed further below.  

 

Generosity and wealth 

A specific characteristic of English refinement linked it to England’s generosity and wealth. In his 

History of the British Kings, Geoffrey of Monmouth said of King Arthur’s court: ‘so noble was 

Britain then that it surpassed other kingdoms in its stores of wealth, the ostentation of its dress and 

                                                      
65 Idem, 115-143. John Gillingham has argued that the twelfth-century notion of urbanitas and civility 
should not however be related strictly to civil urban communities. Cf. John Gillingham, ‘From Civilitas to 
Civility: Codes of Manners in Medieval and Early Modern England’, in Transactions of the Royal 
Historical Society, sixth series 12 (2002), 267-289. 
66 Jaeger, Origins of Courtliness, 145. 
67 Idem, 162-163, 171. 
68 Quotes in Jaeger, Origins of Courtliness, 142-143. 
69 Idem, 57-62. 
70 For court criticism see especially Egbert Türk, Nugae curialium. Le règne d’Henri II Plantegenêt 
(1145-1189) et l’éthique politique  (Geneva 1977); Aurell, Plantagenet Empire, 60-68; Jaeger, Origins of 
Courtliness,  
71 As English public schools are still taught at the end of the twentieth century. See Aurell, Plantagenet 
Empire, 76; Jaeger, Envy of Angels, 297-308, quoting Herbert of Bosham.  
72 See Aurell, Plantagenet Empire, 73-82. Aurell dates the discussions of civility within intellectual 
thought to the end of the twelfth century, but Stephen Jaeger has argued extensively that such notions 
already existed at eleventh-century German courts. See Jaeger, Origins of Courtliness, especially chapter 
7. However, the notion is far more pronounced in the twelfth. 
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the sophistication of its inhabitants.’73 Generosity was intrinsic to twelfth-century bureaucracy in 

England, where many of the king’s court advisors and officials exacted large amounts of money in 

court service, depending on royal favourism.74 Stinginess and avarice, conversely, represented 

reprehensible ‘barbaric’ traits. The English stereotype of generosity – and hospitality – was often 

related to the opulence of English feasting, ‘in the splendid style of English sumptuousness’, as 

Gerald of Wales put in in his account of Henry II’s entertaining of Irish princes in Dublin.75 

(However, that this extravagant dining could also lead to excessive wining, or in this case beering, 

was the other side of the coin.) The monarch’s wealth was – however – also criticised by some as 

resulting from extracting large sums money from the peasants.76 

England’s repute of generosity was conceivably also tied up with the country’s wealth. The rich 

isle, ‘in want of nothing of the world’, was noted for its minerals such as tin (Cornwall), iron ore 

(Forest of Dean) and lead (Cumbria), and agricultural fertility, its fine pasture land producing meat, 

cheese, milk and huge wool exports. It has been estimated that in 1086, there were nine million 

silver pennies in England and huge amounts of coins in circulation.77 In the twelfth century, the 

royal revenue and wealth of England were thus well-attested in many anecdotes.78 For example, 

upon conquering England, King Harold’s mother was reputed to have requested Duke William of 

Normandy to sell her his body for his weight in gold. Walter Map relates the story how King Louis 

VII of France compared Henry II’s wealth to his own revenue, ironically remarking that ‘your lord, 

the king of England, who wants for nothing, has men, horses, gold, silk, jewels, fruits, game, and 

everything else. We in France have nothing but bread, and wine and gaiety.’79  

                                                      
73 Geoffrey of Monmouth, Historia regum Britanniae IX, ed. and transl. Reeve, 212-213: ‘Ad tantum 
eternim statum dignitatis Britannia tunc reducta erat, quod copia divitiarum, luxu ornamentorum, facetia 
incolarum cetera regna excellebat.’ Quoted by Jaeger, Origins of Courtliness, 165. 
74 Aurell, Plantagenet Empire, 56-58. 
75 Gerald of Wales, Expugnatio Hibernica 96; citation from Hugh Thomas, The English & the Normans, 
299-300.  
76 See for example chapter 9 note 73 for Jordan Fantosme’s verse criticising the extraction of money 
payments. 
77 Richard Huscroft, Ruling England: 1042-1217 (Harlow 2004), 91. For England’s wealth in the 
eleventh century, see Sawyer, ‘The Wealth of England in the Eleventh Century’, in: Transactions of the 
Royal Historical Society 15 (1965), 145-164. 
78 Clanchy, England and its Rulers, 25, 73, 76, 230, 248.  
79 Walter Map, De nugis curialium V 5, ed. James, Brooke and Mynors, 451. Citation drawn from 
Clanchy, England and its Rulers, 248.  
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Oxford, St. John’s College MS 17 f. 6r; world map, Abbey of Thorney, England anno 1110. 

Britannia and Hibernia are located in the far left, beyond the limits of the world. 
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England a horn of plenty 

Besides economic wealth, clerics and monks also tapped into traditional rhetoric on the geographical 

situation of the island. Following a conflation of the ancient classical and patristic traditions, 

England was at the same time pictured as lying almost under the North Pole and as a delightful horn 

of plenty on the edge of the boundless ocean.80 As discussed in chapter 1, in the early Middle Ages 

both Gildas, Nennius and Bede (leaning on Solinus and Orosius) had drawn a hexameral image of 

Britain blessed with plains and agreeable, arable hills. At the foot of the mountains upon which the 

animals were put out to pasture, flowers of different hues decorated the scenery. The salutary flow of 

waters is especially refreshing, with clear fountains, ‘whose constant flow drives before it pebbles 

white as snow, and brilliant rivers that glide with gentle murmur, guaranteeing sweet sleep for those 

who lie on their banks, and lakes flowing over with a cold rush of living water’.81 Bede, with an eye 

for the produce of the land and waters, mentions its vines, copious land- and waterfowl, the 

abundance of salmon and eels, shellfish and mussels, enclosed in which ‘are often found excellent 

pearls of every colour, red and purple, violet and green, but mostly white’.82 Seals, dolphins and 

even whales are frequently caught, and from the whelks a scarlet-coloured dye is made, ‘a most 

beautiful red which neither fades through the heat of the sun nor exposure to the rain’.83 There are 

salt and warm springs, and hot baths, and the land is rich in metal, copper, iron, lead and silver. In 

short, Britain was a pleasant land, full of wonderful amenities.  

The English twelfth-century reputation as jolly, intelligent, well-spoken and generous not 

coincidentally often follows descriptions of England as a divinely blessed plot of land. In his study 

of the meaning and function of the image of Merry England as a place of mirth, singing, dancing and 

festivity, Günther Blaicher already noted that the ‘Anglia jocosa’ stereotype often went hand in hand 

with descriptions of England’s fertility, although Blaicher does not offer an explanation.84 These 

paeans are echoing classical ideal landscapes. The schoolmen of the twelfth century, nurtured upon 

florilegia of panegyric poetry by Ovid, Virgil and Claudian, were showing off their education by 

aping the ancients. As such, they had a keen eye for nature.85 However, with the re-entry of notions 

of climate influencing character in the twelfth century, these opulent descriptions of England’s 

wealth and salubrious environment also possibly facilitated the adoption of notions of civility. Thus 

                                                      
80 Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica I 1, ed. and transl. Colgrave and Mynors, 16-17. 
81 Gildas, De excidio Britanniae 3, The Ruin of Britain and other works, ed. and transl. by Michael 
Winterbottom (Guildford 2002), 17, 90: ‘crebris undis niveas veluti glareas pellentibus, pernitidisque 
rivis leni murmure serpentibus ipsorumque in ripis accubantibus suavis soporis pignus praetendentibus, et 
lacubus frigidum aquae torrentem vivae exundantibus irrigua’. 
82 Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica I 1, ed. and transl. Colgrave and Mynors, 14-15: ‘margaritam omnis 
quidem coloris optimam inveniunt, id est et rubicundi et purpurei et hyacinthini et prasini sed maxime 
candidi’. 
83 Ibidem: ‘rubor pulcherrimus nullo umquam solis ardore, nulla valet pluviarum iniuria pallescere’. 
84 Blaicher, Merry England, 14-15. Blaicher offers an overview of the image up till the twentieth 
century. Hugh Thomas, too, remarked that that images of England as an abundant country were related to 
images of ethnicity, in casu their generosity and hospitality.Thomas, The English & the Normans, 300. 
85 Wilhem Ganzenmüller, Das Naturgefühl im Mittelalter (Berlin 1914), 183.  



283 

 

as discussed below, in many of the sources, a tight relationship is notable between environment and 

character, as are the similarities between the character of the English and sanguinity. To understand 

this, we must look to evidence of an awareness of climate theory and environmental influences early 

on in the twelfth century, in the writings of William of Malmesbury and others.  

 

England’s marginality 

Rodney Thompson has accused the monk William of Malmesbury of being ‘racist, even to the point 

of paranoia’, and anti-Semitic, viewing the Greeks and Saracens as inferior to Western culture, and 

the Celts to the English.86 William’s rendition of pope Urban II’s speech at Clermont in 1095 speaks 

condescendingly of the northern barbarous people ‘frequenting the ice-bound ocean’, living like 

beasts, even having the audacity to call themselves Christians. What is relevant here is that William 

of Malmesbury was clearly acquainted with climate theory, which he applied to both men in the East 

as well as on the fringes of ‘civilization’. William is evoking the triad of barbarity (in eating and 

drinking customs as well as an inferior degree of social organization) – lack of Christianity – in 

relation to the icy northern climate. Ireland, worse still, depended on imports of goods from England, 

as its soil was barren, its cultivators, a ragged mob of Irishmen, unskilled, poor, living outside of the 

towns, whereas ‘the English and French, with their more civilized way of life, live in the towns, and 

carry on trade and commerce’.87  

It is likely that such juxtapositions eased the way for Anglo-Norman scholars to represent 

England as a suitable locus for civilization. This was necessary as England’s geographical position 

was liminal. Although Tacitus and Caesar had painted England as a pleasant land in antiquity, 

Jordanes had thus painted a different picture, of bad weather, and people living in wattled huts; a 

country fertile yet barely sustaining primitive human society.88 Both from the viewpoint of 

Jerusalem and Rome, Britain was also positioned on the outskirts of the world. For ancient Rome, 

Britain was a place of exile, ‘from the whole world sundered far’, situated in an ocean ‘roaring with 

monsters’.89 On the east-west axis, early medieval England was a far outpost of the Christian 

community. On the many Jerusalem-centred mappae mundi portraying the holy city as the world’s 

navel, Britain was an island drifting in the hem of the world’s outer sea. In the sixth-century The 

Ruin of Britain Gildas had located the island of Britain ‘virtually at the end of the world’, describing 

                                                      
86 Thomson, ‘Satire, Irony, and Humour in William of Malmesbury’, 123-124. 
87 William of Malmesbury, Gesta regum Anglorum V 409, ed. and transl. Mynors, Thomson and 
Winterbottom, vol. 1, 738-741: ‘Angli vero et Franci cultiori genere uitae urbes nundinarum commertio 
inhabitant’. Gillingham, ‘Civilizing the English’, 38. 
88 Merrills, History and Geography, 139.  
89 Virgil, Eclogue I, 66: ‘et penitus toto divisos orbe Britannos’ (‘and the Britons, wholly sundered from 
all the world’). Cf. Catullus, XI, 11: ‘horribilesque ultimosque Britannos’ (‘the formidable Britons, 
remotest of men’), and Horace, Odes, I. 35, 29-30: ‘serves iturum Caesarem in ultimos/orbis Britannos’ 
(‘protect Caesar as he sets out for Britain at the edge of the world’), and IV 14, 47-48: ‘ te beluosus qui 
remotis / obstrepit Oceanus Britannis’ (‘to you the monster-teeming Ocean that roars at the distant 
Britons’). References from Nicolas Howe, ‘An Angle on this Earth: Sense of Place in Anglo-Saxon 
England’, in: Bulletin of the John Rylands University Library of Manchester 82 (2000), 1-25, here at 9. 
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it as ‘numb with chill ice and far removed, as in a remote nook of the world, from the visible sun’, to 

be warmed only by the dazzling rays of Christ.90 Finally, in the early thirteenth century, Britain’s 

marginality still shines through in Bartholomaeus Anglicus’ etymologies of Anglia, as ‘Isidore says 

that the name Anglia comes from “a corner” (angulus), as if the land were located at the end or 

corner of the world’.91  

England’s positioning within the division of latitudinal climes also brought home its extreme 

locality on the north-south axis. According to calculations stemming from the ninth-century Persian 

astronomer Alfraganus, and repeated in thirteenth-century Sacrobosco’s De sphaera, the seventh 

clime ended where the North Pole was raised above the horizon by 50½ degrees. A perturbed Robert 

the Englishman, lecturing on cosmology in Paris and Montpellier in the 1270s, pointed out that this 

was ‘hardly across the English Channel, so that almost all of England is outside a clime [i.e. beyond 

the habitable climes of the world]’.92 Earlier, in the middle of the thirteenth century, Bavarian 

                                                      
90 Gildas, De excidio Britanniae 3 and 8; in The Ruin of Britain and other works, ed. and transl. by 
Michael Winterbottom (Chichester 2002), 16 and 18. Cf. Eadmer, Lives of the Saints II 290-291. In 
England and its Rulers, 22, Michael Clanchy notes Gerald of Wales’ remark that Wales and Ireland were 
on the furthest borders of the world, and the fourteenth-century Declaration of Arbroath, according to 
which there was no habitation beyond Scotland. Anglo-Saxon abbot Aelfric of Eynsham (c. 955-1010) 
described Britain as ‘the outer edge of the earth’s extent’; Isidore, Etymologiae IX 102: ‘Gens intra 
Oceanum mari quasi extra orbem posita.’ The sea flowing between the continent and the British Isles was 
reason for Isidore to suggest that Britain was even ‘outside our world’.  
91 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 14, ‘De Anglia’: ‘Isidore tamen dicit, Angliam 
ab angulo dictam, quasi terram in fine vel quasi mundi angulo constitutam.’ However, Isidore does not 
offer this explanation. Nicholas Howe translates angulus as ‘angle’, suggesting that the depiction of 
England in the oldest mappa mundi surviving from England, in Cotton Tiberius B.v., dating from the 
early decades of the eleventh century, is angular; Nicholas Howe, ‘An Angle on this Earth: Sense of Place 
in Anglo-Saxon England’, in Bulletin of the John Rylands University Library of Manchester 82 (2000), 1-
25, here at 11-12. However, I believe Howe lays too much emphasis on the translation of angulus as an 
‘angle’, instead of ‘corner’. In the early stages of the eleventh century, for example, Thietmar, Bishop of 
Merseburg in Saxony, remarked that the ‘English are situated in a corner of the earth’; cf. Thietmar von 
Merseburg, Chronik, ed. Werner Trillmich (Berlin 1957), 392. Bede, on the other hand, says that the 
English ‘come from a land called Angulus’, a territory between Jutland and Saxony; Bede, Historia 
Ecclesiastica I 15, as remarked by Nicolas Howe, ‘An Angle on this Earth’, 3-6. Confusingly, in the ninth 
century, bishop of Utrecht Radboud’s Life of Saint Boniface, discussing successful resistance of the 
English against invading Danes, states: ‘Saint Boniface’s native ground lies in the island which is called 
Britannia, which is now inhabited by the Angli, who are said to have taken their origins from the Saxons. 
Angli, however, they say, not absurdly, comes from angulus, i.e. from the strength of the kingdom; for 
they are truly strong and powerful, and thanks to Christ’s power, with the help of weapons and strong 
force they made their provinces the safest…’ Ratbodus (Traiectensis), Vita altera Bonifatii VI, ed. 
Wilhelm Levison, MGH SS Rerum Germanicarum 57 (Hannover 1905), 66: ‘Beatus Bonifacius genitale 
solum in insula que Britannia dicitur habuit, quam modo gens incolit Anglorum, que a Saxonibus 
originem traxisse putatur. Angli vero ab angulo, id est firmamento regni derivari non absurde dicuntur; 
qui re vera fortes sunt et validi, Christique opitulante gratia, provincias suas armorum viriumque 
robustarum presidio tutissimas reddunt…’ A possible explanation proposed by the editor Levison (page 
66 note 2) would be that the author interpreted angulus as ‘firmament’, following Isidore’s etymology of 
angulus as ‘a “corner”, because it joins two walls into one.’ Cf. Isidore, Etymologiae XV 8, 4: ‘Angulus, 
quod duos parietes in unum coniungat.’  
92 For a discussion of Sacrobosco’s and Alfraganus’s calculation of the climes, see Lynn Thorndike, The 
Sphere of Sacrobosco and its Commentators (Chicago 1949), 16-18, esp. n. 88. For Robert the 
Englishman’s commentary, Idem, Thirteenth Lecture, 186-193, translation on 236-242; citation here at 
236. 
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Dominican friar Albertus Magnus had already struggled with the southerly position of the temperate 

clime, pushing it up northwards from the fourth to the sixth (from 41 1/3º) and seventh clime (from 

45 1/3º, corresponding to the Hellespont). Instead of tampering with the latitude of the climes, 

Robert the Englishman came up with a different answer, expounding that the reason why most of 

England (‘not two days’ journey’) was outside the clime, was not because it was unfit to live in. 

Instead, uninhabited at the time of division into climes, the philosophers ‘divided only land which 

was publicly and notoriously habitable and to which access and return was open’.93 In other words, it 

was through their ignorance that the ancients got it wrong. 

 

The pursuit of temperance 

It was exactly the island’s liminal position which was thus counter-balanced by images of salubrity. 

This must be viewed as relevant because of the emerging impact of climate theory and notions that 

environment determined the temperaments. Robert the Englishman’s anxiety over England’s 

positioning beyond the seventh clime provoked him to extol England’s abundance in crops and 

game, and salubrious verdant meadows, strongly echoing Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History of the 

Kings of Britain and citing legendary founder Brutus’ vision of Britain’s designation as a second 

Troy. In the twelfth century, this image of Britain’s abundance was happily copped by many in their 

descriptions of both the whole of Britain and England, by both Welsh and Anglo-Norman writers. 

Not only was England fertile, it was also temperate. By evoking its healthy nature, emphasis was 

laid on its temperateness. Instead of a cold, uninhabitable region, archdeacon Henry of Huntingdon 

(1080/90-c. 1160) thus states: ‘I think I must not omit to mention the agreeable temperateness which 

makes Britain extremely healthy for its inhabitants. For since it is situated in the north-west, the 

coldness which comes from the north is tempered by the heat which it receives from the western 

sun.’94 This remark follows a paean praising ‘that isle, blessed by its far-famed splendour’, which 

surpasses in fertile fields, milk and honey(!), ‘all others which that god rules, from whose foaming 

mouth the ocean flows’.95 Again, Gervase of Canterbury (c. 1141 -c. 1210), monk of Christ Church, 

Canterbury, in the opening sentence of his verbal mappamundi, lauds ‘the isle of England’s 

temperateness, fertility and opulence’.96 

England’s temperate environment was already invoked in some very early medieval sources, 

such as an anonymous panegyric to Constantine, speaking of its average temperature, abundance of 

                                                      
93 Lynn Thorndike, The Sphere of Sacrobosco and its Commentators, 236 and 241 (translation). 
94 Henry of Huntingdon, Historia Anglorum I 6, ed. Greenway, 20-21: ‘Nec tacendum arbitror quod 
temperie gratissima, et ideo inhabitantibus saluberrima sit Britannia. Cum enim inter septentrionem et 
occidentem sita sit, frigus quod recipit a septentrione, temperat calor quem recipit a sole occidente.’ 
95 Ibidem (full quotation): ‘Illa quidem, longe celebri splendore beata / Glebis lacte favis supereminet 
insula cunctis, / Quas regit ille deus, spumanti cuius ab ore / Profluit occeanus.’  
96 Gervase of Canterbury, Mappa mundi I, ed. William Stubbs, The historical works of Gervase of 
Canterbury, vol. 2, 414: ‘temperies, fecunditas et opulentia’.   
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corn, milk cattle and sheep, and absence of serpents.97 Bartholomaeus Anglicus additionally relates 

England’s diverse fruits, metals and plenteous game to the character of the English people. 

‘Wherefore,’ says Bartholomaeus, ‘somebody, describing the English island, said in verse:     

   

England, fruitful, fertile land, corner of the earth, 

Rich isle, in want of nothing of the world,  

And wholly desiring none of the world’s riches; 

England, full of mirth, free, born to jest, 

A free people, free of spirit and free of tongue, 

But the hand is freer and better than the tongue.98 

 

These verses are a conflation of two poems now – tentatively – attributed to Hugh of Montacute, ‘a 

shadowy figure from south-west England’,99 prior of the Cluniac house of Montacute and later abbot 

of the nearby Benedictine abbey Muchelney in Somerset sometime in second half of the twelfth 

century.100 Whether or not Hugh actually is the author of these poems, is highly enigmatic. Lines 

from both poems were circulating separately; other authors to quote from both verses are for 

example Ranulf Hidgen in his Polychronicon and Thomas of Otterbourne in his Chronicle.101 Both 

poems address the character of the English in similar wordings. In the first, ‘Venimus ad naves, 

conscendere me prohibebat’, a Frenchman sailing to England experiences a dreadfully rough 

Channel Crossing.102 Seasickness makes him long to set foot upon land – regardless of the locality. 

The subject is strongly reminiscent of a poem by Bishop of Le Mans Hildebert of Lavardin (c. 1055-

1133), modelled upon the choppy Ovidian sea-crossing to Tomi, to which Ovid was exiled.103 Upon 

                                                      
97 Cf. R.A.B. Mynors (ed.), XII panegyrici latini (Place unknown 1964), 192; In praise of later Roman 
emperors: the Panegyrici latini. Introduction, translation and historical commentary, transl. and eds 
R.A.B. Mynors, C.E.V. Nixon and Barbara Saylor Rodgers (Berkeley 1994), 231-2; Camden, Remains 
Concerning Britain, ed. Dunn, 6-7. 
98 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 14, ‘De Anglia’: ‘Unde quidam describens 
insulam Anglicanam metrice sic dixit. Anglia terra ferax et fertilis, angulus orbis. / Insula predives, qua 
toto vix eget orbe. / Et cuius totus indiget orbis ope. / Anglia plena iocis gens libera apta iocari. / Libera 
gens cui libera mens et libera lingua. / Sed lingua melior, liberiorque manus.’ 
99 A.G. Rigg, A History of Anglo-Latin Literature, 135-136.  
100 A.B. Scott, ‘Some Poems Attributed to Richard of Cluny’, in: Medieval Learning and Literature: 
Essays Presented to Richard William Hunt, eds J.J.G. Alexander and M.T. Gibson (Oxford, 1976), 192-
193. They have, in the past, been linked to Richard of Cluny, but this attribution seems erroneous. Printed 
earlier in W. Wattenbach (ed.), ‘Verse aus England’, in Neues Archiv der Gesellschaft für ältere deutsche 
Geschichtskunde 1 (1876), 600-604, who mentions Henry of Blois and Matthew of Vendôme as possible 
authors.  
101 Ranulf Hidgen, Polychronicon I 41, eds Babington and Lumby, II Rolls Series (1869), 18; Thomas of 
Otterbourne, ed. T. Hearne, Duo rerum Anglicarum Scriptores (Oxford, 1732), 6-7. See Scott, ‘Some 
Poems Attributed to Richard of Cluny’, 189 for further quotations.  
102 Walther, Initia carminum no. 20097.  
103 Hildeberti Carmina Minora, no. 22, vv. 45-60. See Scott, ‘Some Poems Attributed to Richard of 
Cluny’, 191.  
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arriving in England, however, the Frenchman, possibly striving to achieve advancement at an 

English court, puts himself to the task of observing the character of the English people:  

 

The island of Brutus, with its excellent promontory ports, 

Sweet soil for the weary, seemed even sweeter.  

Sweet soil, that, though always sweet, 

Was to me, after the crossing, especially sweet. 

I proceeded and after my first ordeal,  

The second was to turn to this people’s manners. 

And as I was often seen to observe man’s way of life, 

I was an excellent judge of their manners. 

Examining the famous indigenous nation, 

Their customs, the jokes they make, 

Their lively dress and faces, free hearts, 

And those hands which you think would be born to give,  

It would be surprising if I, a Frenchman, was not surprised –  

France, which has never shown the like.  

Free people, free of spirit and free of tongue, 

But whose hand is freer and better than its tongue. 

The mind is free, tongue, hand, and such 

Is their freedom, that they could not conceive it greater. 

The mind is free, the tongue freer, and most so the right hand, 

Bent upon, bringing forth, [striving for] freedom.  

The reward of their nature promises happy faces,  

The generous hand ensuring them.104   

 

In another poem attributed to Hugh of Montacute, we are again told that England is free and jolly, 

born to jest, and full of mirth. Again, England is a ‘fruitful, fertile land, corner of the earth, most 

fertile, sacred horn of plenty, England, sweet soil, whose ancient, not foreign or recent charm makes 

                                                      
104 A.B. Scott, ‘Some Poems Attributed to Richard of Cluny’, Appendix II, I verse 37-58: ‘Eximios 
portus pretendens insula Bruti, / fessis dulce solum, dulcior ipsa dedit. / Dulce solum quod, cum 
numquam fuerit nisi dulce, / tunc mihi precipue post mare dulce fuit. / Processi populique suos advertere 
ritus, / post primam curam cura secunda fuit; / cumque hominum cultus adtendere sepe viderer, / morum 
precipuus insidiator eram. / Perpendens igitur clarum genus indigenarum, / mores morales, facta faceta 
fore, / cultus et vultus alacres, et libera corda. / quasque putes natas ad sua danda manus, / si non mirarer, 
mirum foret, utpote Gallus, / Gallia cui numquam tale videre dedit. / Libera gens, cui libera mens et libera 
lingua, / sed lingua melior liberiorque manus. Libera sunt mens, lingua, mens, tantum videntur / libera, 
quod nequeant liberiora fore. / Libera mens, vox liberior, liberrima dextra, / libertatis opus cogitat, edit, 
agit. / Ingenii pretium facies promittere leta, / at monstrare potest officiosa manus.’ 
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it sweet’.105 Earlier, another author of continental origin, Baudri of Dol (circa 1050-1130), abbot of 

Bourgeil and later bishop of Dol-en-Bretagne, in a letter to the monks of Fécamp Abbey articulated 

his delight at the fecundity of England and the charming character of the English: ‘Oh, how much 

gold and silver are found there! What abundance of food, drunken with wine! What joyfulness and 

exultation, bountiful brethren, how eloquent, how pleasant, how admirable! I was delighted, and 

compared to England, I deemed Brittany, where I spent my early years, a place of exile. I rejoiced, I 

tell you, because I was delighted by the perfume of religion, which glowed in nearly every region.’ 

Revelling in the sweet smells of lilies and roses, he marvels at the lascivious generosity which the 

English bestow upon him.106 

     It is noteworthy that both Hugh of Montacute and Baudri of Dol came from the continent, or in 

the case of Baudri, to be more precise, from Brittany. Seemingly in their praise of England’s 

fecundity and joyous character – possibly holding up a mirror to the French –, they were tapping into 

an already existent tradition in which England as a place of exile is presented as a sweet abode. 

Hildebert of Lavardin, bishop of Le Mans, had had no qualms in writing a similar eulogy of England 

in the verse ‘Anglia terra ferax, tibi pax diuturna quietem’, flattering King Henry I of England, who 

had actually forced Hildebert to follow him to England after the capture of Le Mans.107 Less 

surprising, the same laudations are also articulated in some verses from English soil. In MS. Cotton 

Julius A VIII, following the lines attributed to Hugh of Montacute that the English were ‘nata jocari’, 

born to jest, and extremely generous, the following poem by an anonymous author has been inserted. 

Yet again, the joyous and generous, courtly character of the English is related to England’s fecundity 

as a land of milk and honey:  

 

  England, jewel and flower of all neighbouring lands,  

  Is content with the abundance of its wealth. 

  When hunger strikes, she restores and refreshes  

  Foreign nations, who, having consumed everything, are in need.  

  The beneficial land, wonderfully fertile, flourishes  

  With prosperity, for it is blessed with the virtue of peace. 
                                                      
105 A.B. Scott, ‘Some Poems Attributed to Richard of Cluny’, Appendix II, II: ‘Anglia terra ferax et 
fertilis angulus orbis, / Fertilior cornu, copia sacra, tuo! / Anglia, dulce solum, quod non aliena recensque, 
/ Sed sua dulcedo pristina dulce facit. / Anglia plena iocis, gens libera, nata iocari, / Tota iocosa, velim 
dicere tota iocus…’ 
106 Baudri of Dol, ‘Itinerarium sive episola ad Fiscannenses’, Patrologia Latina 166, Col. 1173C-1174A: 
‘O quantum auri et argenti ibi reperi! quantum ciborum crapulatorum copiositatis! quantum laetitiae et 
exsultationis, quam dapsiles fratres, quam facundos, quam jucundos, quam admirandos! Laetatus sum, et 
ad Angliae comparationem, Britanniam, quam incolere coeperam, autumavi exsilium. Gavisus sum, 
inquam, quia religionis odore, quo pene illa tota regio flagrabatt, exhilaratus sum. Bone Deus! quam 
olentes rosas, quam albicantia lilia ibi persensi! quam ditium aromatum redolentiam ibi hausi; quam 
amicis complexibus astrictus, quam non fictis obscurationibus, quatenus cum eorum singulis manerem 
adjuratus! Non tamen, sicut arbitror, me magnum aliquid, praeter peregrinum, aestimabant: sed charitate, 
quae in eis redundabat, cogente, cogebar.’ 
107 Hildebert of Lavardin, Carmina Minora 37, ‘De Anglia’, ed. 24-25. 



289 

 

  The English’ ports see the sun rise and set,  

  England has a fleet that would support many places, 

  And food and property are sooner held in common;  

  For the men there are eminent by nature.   

  That island, blessed with its long-famed splendour, 

  With its soil, milk, bees, surely surpasses all others.108   

 

Temperance, abundance and courtliness are thus tightly interwoven in scholarly sources of this 

period, characteristics remarkably similar to those of the most desirous of all complexions: the 

sanguine man. In the seventh century, Isidore already remarked that ‘men dominated by blood are 

pleasant and charming’,109 and Bede’s De temporum ratione remarked that they are ‘cheerful, merry, 

full of compassion’, and that they ‘laugh and talk a lot’.110 As mentioned in chapter 2, in the twelfth 

century, the character of the four humours was described comprehensively in the anonymous yet 

extremely popular verse ‘Regimen sanitatis Salernitanum’, according to which:  

 

Fat and jolly of nature are those [of the sanguine humour].  

They always want to hear rumours,  

Venus and Bacchus delight them, as well as good food and laughter;  

They are joyful and desirous of speaking kind words.  

These people are skilful for all subjects and quite apt;  

For whatever cause, anger cannot lightly rouse them. They are  

Generous, loving, joyful, merry, of ruddy complexion,  

Singing, solidly lean, rather daring, and friendly.111 

 

                                                      
108 G. Waitz (ed.), ‘II. Reise nach England und Frankreich im Herbst 1877’, in Neues Archiv der 
Gesellchaft für ältere deutsche Geschichtskunde 4 (1879), 9-42, here at 25: ‘Anglia, terrarum decus et 
flos finitimarum, / Est contenta sui fertilitate boni. / Externas gentes, consumptis rebus, egentes, / Quando 
fames ledit, recreat et reficit. / Commoda terra satis mirande fertilitatis, / Prosperitate viget, cum bona 
pacis habet. / Anglorum portus occasus novit et ortus; / Anglia classem [habet], que loca multa juvet, / Et 
cibus et census magis hic communis habetur; / Nam de more viri sunt ibi magnifici. / Illa quidem, longe 
celebri splendore beata, / Glebis, lacte, favis superveniet insula cunctis.’ These last two lines are taken 
from a poem inserted by Henry of Huntingdon, written before 1129. Cf. the gloss to MS. Reg. 13 B iv, 
14: ‘Isti sunt versi Alfredi’. Thomas Otterbourne produces yet another conflation of these verses. 
109 Isidore, Etymologiae XI, ‘De homine et portentis’: ‘Homines quibus dominatur sanguis dulces et 
blandi sunt.’ 
110 Bede, De temporum ratione 35, Patrologia Latina 90: ‘Item sanguis eos in quibus maxime pollet facit 
hilares, laetos, misericordes, multum ridentes et loquentes.’ 
111 Regimen Sanitatis Salernitanum vs. 267-274, ed. and transl. Cummins, 244-245: ‘Natura pingues isti 
sunt atque iocantes. / Semper rumores cupiunt audire frequentes; / Hoc Venus et Bachus delectant, 
fercula, risus, / Et facit hoc hylares et dulcia verba loquentes. / Omnibus hii studiis habiles sunt et magis 
apti: / Qualibet ex causa nec hos leviter movet ira. / Largus, amans, hylaris, ridens, rubeique coloris, / 
Cantans, camosus, satis audax, atque benignus.’ 
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In short, the sanguine man is merry, generous, friendly and intelligent, enjoys good food and drink, 

which is very similar to the characterization of the English dwelling in a temperate land.  

 Through emphasis of England’s beneficial environment, these clerics and monks presented 

England as a place where courtliness might flourish, where the civilizing process might succeed. 

Because of England’s pleasant climate, its inhabitants were agreeable, displaying many 

characteristics similar to the sanguine man, and attune to courtly ideals. 

 Wealth, generosity, opulence and hospitality knew a darker side, however: luxuriousness.112 Any 

‘refined culture’ could sometimes be chided for its decadence; the Anglo-Saxons were sometimes 

pictured as effeminate, as William of Poitiers had already remarked in the eleventh century.113 

Civilized courtly behaviour was like walking a tightrope in a delicate balancing exercise between 

rough unpolished barbarity and over-courtly effeminate decadence.  For the secular clergy serving at 

court, it was thus vital to manoeuver dexterously, avoiding the pitfalls of luxurious wantonness, of 

keeping company with prostitutes and jesters. 

 

Court criticism: luxuriousness 

Although refinement of manners and polished etiquette were generally seen as manifestations of 

civilized behaviour, suggesting control over urges and passions, courtliness did not always carry a 

positive connotation. With the upsurge of the notion of courtliness from the eleventh century, 

criticism came especially from Church reformers.114 Court criticism crept steadily upwards from the 

south and south-east to the north, each society viewing its southerly neighbours as over-cultured and 

decadently wallowing in luxury. Tight clothes were associated generally with southern French 

fashion, although the primal source of Christian ‘contamination’ seems to lie in Andalusia. Radulfus 

Glaber wrote that around the year 1000, following the marriage alliance between Constance of Arles 

and Robert the Pious, a flood of men from the Auvergne and Aquitaine flocked to the north wearing 

indecent shoes and clothes, and were beardless like actors.115 Siegfried of Gorze, in turn, complained 

that French novelties in (short) haircuts (and clean beards) and scanty clothing, were corrupting 

German territories following the marriage alliance between Henry III and Agnes of Poitou.116 In 

stark contrast to the usual stereotype of the German coarseness, Saxo Grammaticus even said the 

Saxons had contaminated Danish manliness with their mores Theutoniae, weak effeminacy.117 The 

same accusation was hurled at the Saracens. Critics represented the court as a platform or ‘ring of 
                                                      
112 Thomas, The English and the Normans, 300-301. 
113 Idem, 247. 
114 Jaeger, Origins of Courtliness, 155; Stafford, ‘Meanings of Hair’, 156-157 for the moral connotations 
of long hair and the reform movement; Bartlett, ‘Symbolic Meanings of Hair’, 43-60. 
115 Radulfus Glaber, Historiae III 40, ed. and transl. France, 164-169. 
116 Siegfried of Gorze, Letter to Poppo of Stavelot, printed in Geschichte der Deutschen Kaiserzeit. 2. 
Blüthe des Kaiserthums, ed. W. von Giesebrecht (Leipzig 1885), vol. 2, 714-718; Mohr, ‘Frage des 
Nationalismus’, 111-112. Cf. Jaeger, Origins of Courtliness, 178-179, and Introduction of this study note 
106, for more references and discussion. 
117 Saxo Grammaticus, Saxonis gesta Danorum VI 8, 7 eds J. Olrik and H. Raeder (Copenhagen 1931), 
167 Jaeger, Origins of Courtliness, 185-190. 
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turpitude and degeneracy’ and idle pleasure, undermining the spirit of manly bravery.118 Sapping the 

warriors of their machismo, the nobility was strutting about in tight-fitting clothes. Criticism was 

directed specifically at new-fangled fashions such as wearing pointed shoes which curled back like 

scorpion’s tails; in the early parts of the twelfth century Anglo-Norman monks William of 

Malmesbury and Orderic Vitalis wrote that especially during the reign of William Rufus, men 

‘sweep the dusty ground with the unnecessary trains of their robes and mantles; their long, wide 

sleeves cover their hands whatever they do; impeded by these frivolities they are almost incapable of 

walking quickly or doing any kind of useful work’.119  

At the end of the eleventh century, donning long tresses of hair became fashionable especially 

among young courtiers in England.120 Hair-cutting rituals executed by Norman bishops attempted to 

reinstate the right order. At Easter 1105, on the eve of King Henry I’s attack on his brother Duke 

Robert of Normandy, Henry’s hair was ritually trimmed by the bishop of Séez at Carentan in 

Normandy; according to Orderic Vitalis, the bishop castigated the idleness and wealth of Normandy, 

which had succumbed to ‘trifles and vanities’. Henry and his followers were likened to Saracens; 

they ‘grow the tresses of women on their heads, and deck their toes with the scales of scorpions, 

revealing themselves to be effeminates by their softness and serpent-like by their scorpion stings’.121 

Hair-cutting, as an act of moral reform, reached its peak at the turn of the century. Penalties for long 

hair included exclusion from the Church, the denial of a Christian burial, or worse.122 Such was the 

fear that the ecclesiastics had instilled, such the ‘moral panic about hair and fashion’ as Pauline 

Stafford puts it, that the nobles of Amiens, denied access to mass because of their long hair, were 

said to have cut off their hair with swords and knives.123 Such was its potency that Orderic Vitalis 

stated that God allowed wars, sickness and tyranny because men were prancing about in public with 

their long tresses.124  

Effeminacy and decadence were related especially to the nobility at the courts. Baudri of Dol 

chided the pre-Conquest Anglo-Saxons for their effeminacy, long hair, and general weakness in 

battle; as such the Anglo-Saxons were ‘feminized’, as men lacking strength and control.125 Bishop 

                                                      
118 Idem, 177. 
119 Orderic Vitalis, Historia Ecclesiastica VIII 3, 325, ed. and transl. Chibnall, vol. 4, 188-189: ‘Humum 
quoque pulverulentam interularum et palliorum superfluo sirmate verrunt longis et latisque manicis ad 
omnia facienda manus operiunt, et his superfluitatibus onusti celeriter ambulare vel aliquid utiliter operari 
vix possunt’; Stafford, ‘Meanings of Hair’, 157. 
120 William of Malmesbury, Historia Novella ed. 10-12, explicitly relates long hair to courtiers; cf. 
Stafford, ‘Meanings of Hair’, 157-158.  
121 Orderic Vitalis, Historia Ecclesiastica XI 4, 208, ed. and transl. Chibnall, vol. 6, 66-67: ‘capita sua 
comis mulierum comunt, et in summitate pedum suorum caudas scorpionum gerunt, quibus se per 
molliciem femineos et per aculeos nepae serpentinos ostendunt’.  
122 Stafford, ‘Meanings of Hair’, 157. 
123 Idem, 153-156; C.W. David, Robert Curthose (Cambridge 1920), 161-163; C. Warren Hollister, 
Henry I (New Haven 2001), 186-187; Frank Barlow, William Rufus (London 1983), 101-110; Bartlett, 
‘Symbolic Meanings of Hair’, 50-52; Platelle, ‘Le problèm de scandale’, 1071-1096. 
124 Orderic Vitalis, Historia Ecclesiastica VIII 3, 324-325, ed. and transl. Chibnall, vol. 4, 188-190. 
125 Stafford, ‘Meanings of Hair’, 165. 
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Wulfstan II of Worcester (1062-1095) – himself an exceptionally virtuous clergyman on the eve of 

the Conquest, one of the few to demonstrate abstinence by refraining from eating and drinking126 – 

was said (by William of Malmesbury) to have already prophesized that the English’ long hair would 

lead to their downfall before the 1066 Conquest.127   

To an extent the condemnation was a common complaint lamenting the moral deterioration in 

modernity, although the fashion of curialitas, practised at the dinner table, in elegant conversation, 

in modes of walking, was certainly à la mode in this period. In its worse manifestations, it resulted in 

effeminate, girly, luxurious wantonness, with men presenting a ‘softness of body’ in an ‘unnatural’ 

attempt to change the ‘natural order’. In the elite male world of warriors, appeals to reform 

subsequently tapped into ideals of masculinity.128  

Although such criticism, in the case of England, was directed especially at the knighthood, and 

although effeminacy was seen as a corrupting influence originating from southern France, these 

images would have further undermined the weak claims to chivalric talents in English sources. For 

the clerics, adopting urbane civility was thus a more attractive alternative than stressing any chivalric 

qualities (as in France); consequently, possibly attempting to compete with French civilization, the 

English scholars at the courts especially turned to emphasizing their wit – the vehicle used by many 

of these courtiers in order to ascend the social ladder. In doing so, positioning themselves within the 

‘civilized world’, they focused especially on separating themselves from the ‘barbarian’ others: the 

Germans.  

 

Divorcing the Germans 

In English Ethnicity and Race in Early Modern Drama, Mary Floyd-Wilson remarks that during the 

sixteenth century ‘the English directly confronted and wrestled with their identity as northerners’. 

Increasingly paying attention to their marginalization, they recognized that the original Britons were 

of northern descent. A pivotal role herein is attributed to William Camden’s Britannia (1586) and 

Edmund Spenser’s A View of the State of Ireland (1633). In these works, as a result of a supposed 

rediscovery of humoural theory (which actually occurred much earlier, as we have seen), the early 

Britons were depicted as warlike, crude, uncivilized barbarians. In order to accept this, the English, 

                                                      
126 Thomas, ‘English and the Normans’, 254. 
127 Vita Wulfstani, ed. 2002, 58; cf. Stafford, ‘Meanings of Hair’, 155-156, 159-160. Hair was also a 
distinct ethnic marker as Anglo-Saxons were noted for their moustaches and beards in the pre-Conquest 
era, whereas the Normans were clean-shaven and short-haired. The English, on the eve of the Conquest, 
were called ‘nancies’, with their combed, anointed hair; cf. Guy of Amiens, Carmen de Hastingae 
Proelio of Guy Bishop of Amiens, ed. F. Barlow (London 1972), 20-21. See Wormald, ‘Engla lond’, 18, 
for remarks about Danish hair and dress and attacks on England in the eleventh century. A thirteenth-
century Latin verse complains how children sent by English barons to French universities, are corrupted, 
men becoming effeminate just as stallions resemble mares; see Thomas Wright (ed.), Anecdota Literaria: 
A collection of Short Poems in English, Latin, and French, illustrative of the litarature and history of 
England in the 13th. century; and more especially of the condition and manners of the different classes of 
society (London 1844), 38-39. 
128 Stafford, ‘Meanings of Hair’, 162-164. 
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according to Floyd-Wilson, had to let go of the myth of Trojan descent of the Britons, as Brutus, 

their so-called progenitor, Aeneas’s grandson, came from the Mediterranean. England’s current 

status of civility was explained by the civilizing influence of its conquerors.129 Consequently, until 

the Tacitean idea of the ‘pure’ Anglo-Saxon was embraced, the English ‘as marginalized and belated 

northerners (…) were in a constant struggle to alter, temper, counter, and even recover what they 

presumed to be their “natural” complexion’.130  

However, it is evident that the Anglo-Norman elite in England were already grappling with their 

northern marginal identity much earlier, in the twelfth century. In order to emphasize their urbanity 

clerics were stressing the temperate environment. By doing so they were positioning themselves on a 

higher rung of civilization than the Kelts. At times, English clerics also contrasted their purported 

intelligence to German stupidity. As discussed in chapter 2, this was a stereotype springing forth 

from ancient environmental theory, as Germanic brains were numbed from excessive cold, turning 

them into slow-witted dunces. In one of the English rhetorician Geoffrey of Vinsauf’s didactical 

works, the prose treatise Documentum de modo et arte versificandi, the author thus adorns his 

explanation of a continens pro continento with an array of ethnic stereotypes: ‘…one can say “keen 

England, blunt Germany, weaving Flanders, feminine France, boastful Normandy”, because of the 

keen Englishmen, the blunt Teutons, the Flemish weavers, the feminine French, and the Norman 

boasters’.131 Likewise, in a religious dialogue written at Bridlington, a young student is admonished 

by his master for his slow-wittedness, saying that if he ‘were as English in the quickness of your 

mind as you are by race’, he would not display such Teutonic (lack of) intelligence, getting ‘stuck on 

the level and looking for a knot in a bulrush, as that fellow says’, as something ‘sounds like Greek to 

Teutons, if it be not explained’.132 The most striking example of how the English’ intelligence was 

explained by and contrasted to that of the Germans’ climate, can however be found in Gervase of 

Tilbury’s Otia imperialia. Gervase of Tilbury (c. 1150-c.1228) was an English canon lawyer who 

spent a large part of his life abroad, in Arles and possibly later in Saxony. In his world description, 

written for Holy Roman emperor Otto IV and drawing heavily upon obligatory encyclopaedic 

information, Gervase further develops the classic categorization of ethnic character according to 

climate. After remarking that the Gauls are certainly whiter than their neighbours, he first follows 

tradition by repeating that ‘as a result of the differences in the air, the Romans are serious, the 

                                                      
129 Mary Floyd-Wilson, English Ethnicity and Race in Early Modern Drama, 49-50. 
130 Idem, 53. 
131 Documentum de modo et arte dictandi et versificandi II 38: ‘Similiter dici potest “subtilis Anglia”, 
“hebes Teutonia”, “textrix Flandria”, “muliebris Gallia”, “jactatrix Normannia”, propter Anglicos 
subtiles, Theutonicos hebetes, Flandrenses textores, Gallos muliebres, Normannicos jactatores.’ The 
translation is by Roger P. Parr.  
132 Robert of Bridlington, The Bridlington Dialogue VI, ed. A. Religious of C.S.M.V. (London, 1960), 
66-66a: ‘Si sic esses anglus uiuacitate sensus quemadmodum es natione (…). Sed quia sensu theutonicus 
es et propterea etiam heres in plano et, ut ille ait, queris nodum in scirpo’; and 133-133a: ‘Teutonicus hoc 
quasi Grecum sonat, si non exponatur.’ Looking for a knot in a bulrush was a proverbial expression 
meaning unnecessarily looking for difficulty; see ed. 66a note 4 for further references. Cf. Paul Meyvaert, 
‘Voicing National Anthipathy’, 751.  



294 

 

Greeks frivolous, the Africans crafty, the Gauls fierce-natured’. He continues this summary by 

remarking that ‘the English are of more powerful intelligence, and the Teutons of greater physical 

strength, all due to the nature of their climate’.133 Familiar with climate theory from his knowledge 

of Isidore’s Etymologies, it is noteworthy that he directly relates the intelligence of the English to 

their climate, contrasting it with the physical strength of the Germans.  

As Paul Meyvaert remarked, in earlier centuries there was a ‘widespread sense of unity between 

the English and Germanic peoples on the Continent’ – English here referring to the Anglo-Saxon 

past.134 Bartholomaeus Anglicus himself, quoting Bede, remarks that the ‘offspring of the Saxons of 

Germany possessed the island of Britain, whose language and customs are still the same in many 

ways to this very day’.135 By the twelfth century however, after the Norman Conquest, the English 

were laying claim to character traits such as subtle minds and elegant speech, which were firmly 

incongruent with the unsophisticated image of the German as intellectually stupid and coarse, or, as 

in John of Salisbury’s letter to Englishman Ralph of Sarre anno 1160, as brutal and headstrong 

madmen.136 The fact that many of these scholarly Englishmen had, during their studies in Paris been 

lumped together with the Germans in the English natio (a guild of masters), may have offered 

further incentive to differentiate themselves from their ‘barbaric’ forebears. 

An example of how this argument could be turned on its head, is presented by Gerald of Wales. 

Instead of emphasizing England’s temperance, Gerald, a notorious flatterer and opportunistic flip-

flopper in his allegiances, chose a different strategy. Gerald’s father, William de Barry, was an 

Anglo-Norman knight; his mother was related to leading native Welsh princes. In his Description of 

Wales (c. 1194), which he wrote while in royal service under King Richard, Gerald elected to glorify 

in the Trojan origins of the British nation. In this case, however, the Britons are set off sharply 

against the English. Curiously, Gerald seems to place the Britons above the English, even though he 

includes chapters on how to conquer and reign over the Welsh, probably written for the benefit of 

the English curia. In answer to the question why the Welsh demonstrated great boldness in speaking, 

Gerald says that the Britons, ‘transplanted from the hot and arid regions of the Trojan plain, keep 

                                                      
133 Gervase of Tilbury, Otia imperialia II 10, ed. Banks and Binns, 286-287. 
134 Paul Meyvaert, ‘Voicing National Antipathy’, 752. 
135 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum XV 13, ‘De Alemannia’: ‘…quorum progenies et 
succesio Britanniam insulam possidet, quorum linguam et mores Anglicorum gens usque hodie in 
pluribus imitatur.’ Cf. Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica I 15, ed. and transl. Colgrave and Mynors, 50-51.  
136 John of Salisbury, The Letters of John of Salisbury. Vol. 1: The Early Letters (1153-1161), no. 124, 
eds Millor, Butler, Brooke, 204-214; see also his letter to Thomas Becket, dated 1164, in the same 
volume, no. 55, at 229. Cf. Horst Fuhrmann, ‘Quis Teutonicos constituit iudices nationum? The Trouble 
with Henry’, in Speculum 69/2 (1994), 344-358, for tensions between German imperial claims, the 
papacy, and French and English interests. John of Salisbury’s negative view of the Germans might be 
interpreted in view of his active interest in the papal schism of 1159-1178, during which Frederick 
Barbarossa surported Victov IV, whereas most territories, including England, supported Alexander III; cf. 
Timothy Reuter, ‘John of Salisbury and the Germans’, in Michael Wilks (ed.), The World of John of 
Salisbury (Oxford 1984), 415-425. For more anti-Germanic sentiment, see for example Ralph of Diceto’s 
and Ralph of Coggeshall’s remarks that the Austrians are huge bodied, stiff necked, dirty, and stupid; cf. 
Hoppenbrouwers, Standaardfactor, 20. 
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their dark colouring, which reminds one of the earth itself, their natural warmth of personality and 

their hot temper, all of which gives them confidence in themselves.’ (Gerald’s application of climate 

theory does not tally with the general belief that hot climates produce cold temperaments, but that is 

beside the point.) Gerald of Wales is also a strong believer of English ties to the Saxons and their 

temperaments. For, according to Gerald, although the Romans and the Franks are all bold men, ‘it is 

not true of the English, nor of Saxons from whom they have descended, nor indeed of the Germans. 

It is no good saying that the reason for this defect in the English is the state of servitude which they 

now enjoy’ (i.e. the Anglo-Saxons after the Norman Conquest), as this does not apply to the ‘Saxons 

and the Germans, who still enjoy their liberty’, although they ‘have the same weakness, so that the 

argument does not hold. The Saxons and the Germans derive their cold nature from the frozen polar 

regions which lie adjacent to them.’137  

Gerald also chooses not to acknowledge the possibility that the English or the Briton’s 

complexion had changed after migration. The English, ‘although they now live elsewhere, still retain 

their outward fairness of complexion and their inward coldness of disposition from what nature had 

given them earlier on’. Similarly, the Britons, migrating from Troy, as did the Romans under Aeneas 

and the Franks under Antenor, retained their ancient great courage, their magnanimity, their ancient 

blood, their quick-wittedness and their ability to speak up for themselves.138    

By adopting the civilizing myth, and contrasting Englishness to otherness, eventually the 

boundaries between the English and Normans faded into the background; conversely, anti-French 

sentiment grew in the wake of the continental wars and politicization of Englishness.139 Geoffrey of 

Vinsauf thus speaks disdainfully of boastful Gallia, and effeminate Gauls; antagonism between 

French and English knights during the Third Crusade was marked.140 Especially the Celts were put 

down, as the clergy adopted images of urbanity as they climbed the social ladder, competing to 

assimilate with the Normans. Nonetheless, although England thus managed to enter the temperate, 

‘civilized’ world, it remained on the edge on the cultural heartland. Indeed, a darker side to 

Englishness – their perfidy and drunkenness – remained a potent image. 

                                                      
137 Gerald of Wales, Descriptio Kambriae II 15, ed. Dimock, vol. 6, 193-194, transl. Thorpe, 245-246: 
‘non autem Anglos, sicut nec Saxones a quibus descenderant, nec Germanos. Sin autem servitutem 
causaris in Anglis, et hunc eis inde defectum assignas; in Saxonibus et Germanis, qui et libertate gaudent, 
et eodem tamen vitio vexantur, ratio non provenit. Saxones igitur et Germani, a gelida poli regione cui 
subjacent, hanc contrahunt et naturae geliditatem.’ 
138 Ibidem: ‘Angli quoque, quanquam olim a regione remoti, originali tamen natura tam exteriorem in 
candore qualitatem, quam etiam interiorem illam geliditatis’.  
139 Thomas, The English and the Normans, 307, who also stresses that Anti-Semitic hatred, exploding in 
York in 1190, was shared by both native English and families of continental descent, perhaps temporarily 
erasing differences and creating ‘a bonding experience’.  
140 Hoppenbrouwers, Standaardfactor, 15-17. 



296 

 

9 

The Wages of Drinking 
 

 

Drunkenness has been associated with the English for centuries.1 In the twelfth century, the English 

were already famed for drinking alcohol – in particular beer – and for drinking too much. As Peter of 

Blois wrote to an Englishman called Thomas: ‘Your people are, above all other peoples, drinkers, 

gluttons, and profligate wasters of all temporal goods.’2 In part, this reputation was shared with most 

northern European nations. The tendency to drink was sometimes explained using climate theory, 

the cold damp of the north inducing the need for the warmth coming from alcoholic beverages.3 

Thus even David Hume, in his essay ‘Of National Characters’ (1748), pondered whether alcohol 

warmed the frozen blood in the cold north (whereas in the south the sun’s heat fired the passions, 

causing lust), even though he did not lend much weight to physiological theories of human 

difference.4 Nonetheless, of all the northern peoples, it was the English who took the cake with their 

drinking: ‘Why, he drinks you, with facility, your Dane dead drunk; he sweats not to overthrow your 

Almain; he gives your Hollander a vomit, ere the next pottle can be filled.’5  

But the culture of drinking in England has been attributed far greater significance than mere 

jabbering tongues and vomiting. This chapter is about how a seemingly prosaic target of mockery 

such as excessive beer drinking could form a fundamental constituent of English identity, and be of 

strong significance in the narrative of war and conquest, as related by both the English and others.6 

                                                      
1 For the stereotype of the English drunkard in the Middle Ages, see Thomas, The English and the 
Normans, 299-302; Bartlett, England under the Norman and Angevin Kings, 578-582; Clanchy, England 
and its Rulers, 248; Rickard, Britain in Medieval French Literature 1100-1500, 167-170; Langlois, ‘Les 
Anglais du Moyen Âge’, 302-303, 306, and sources below. For English stereotypes in the twelfth century 
in general, see also Southern, Medieval Humanism, 145-146; Short, ‘Tam Angli quam Franci’, 153-155.  
2 The Later Letters of Peter of Blois no. 31, ed. Elizabeth Revell (Oxford 1993), 159-164, here at 159-
160: ‘Tuus equidem populus pre cunctis gentibus potator et vorator est, omniumque bonorum 
temporalium temerarius profligator’; Thomas, The English and the Normans, 301. 
3 Tacitus, for example, wrote that the Germans consumed large quantities of alcohol; cf. Germania XXIII; 
Isaac, Invention of Racism, 433.  
4 David Hume, Essays Moral, Political, and Literary, T.H. Green and T.H. Grose (eds) (2 volumes; 
Aalen 1992) vol. 1, 256-258; Glacken, Traces on the Rhodian Shore, 584-587. 
5 William Shakespeare, Othello Act 2 Scene 3.  
6 English is here used as a general denominator of those people living on the island of Britain. References 
to Anglo-Saxons or Anglo-Normans are used when it is necessary to specifically differentiate between 
newcomers and older communities. In the twelfth century, the names Anglia and Britannia were both 



297 

 

This myth-symbol complex of drunkenness (accompanied by cowardice and perfidy) stretches back 

to Gildas’ dark The Ruin of Britain, written in the first part of the sixth century, in which Britain’s 

state of chaos and calamity following the wave of invasions of Picts and Saxons is attributed to the 

drunken stupor of the British priesthood. The underlying notion evoked by Gildas was that England 

was ‘an island “nation” under God, just as in the manner of ancient Israel’ which was being punished 

for its sins.7 Until at least the thirteenth century, this concept of chosenness – that the inhabitants of 

the geographical space of Britain constituted ‘new Israelites’ – in relation to the specific vice of 

drunkenness remained a powerful imagery which would be adopted by and which shaped the 

narrative of successive ethnic groups who conquered the island of Britain: Anglo-Saxons, Danes and 

Normans.  

 Drinking beer was related specifically to the geography of England and its cultural customs; beer 

was reviled as inferior to wine by Romance-speaking peoples. As such it was viewed as an exponent 

of an inferior culture. This will be discussed first in this chapter. Binge drinking was generally 

abhorred by all men of the Church, whether of English or foreign extract. However, it was associated 

especially with Anglo-Saxon culture and the custom of wassailing: a toasting ritual which 

encouraged communal intoxication.8 Moreover, in the twelfth century, some allusions were made to 

the vice of drinking as an hereditary English vice, caused by the original sin – pointing to a 

biologization of cultural practices within a religious context. Nonetheless, as will be discussed 

further, in Anglo-Norman circles drinking was also bemusedly ridiculed as a token of merriment.  

Knights, students, kings and commoners could all enter in communal wassailing. However, in the 

historical narrative of Britain’s history, drunkenness carried a dark meaning: that of the determinant 

of the fate of the island and its successive conquests, caused by the wrath of God. For this reason, 

knights were especially berated for their drunkenness, both by Anglo-Saxon, Anglo-Norman and 

French writers. In the final part of this chapter, the specific employment of the image of Anglo-

Saxon drunkenness is discussed in references to the battle of Hastings and as justification for the 

papal interdict under Stephen Langton in the period 1207-1213. Not only did the image continue to 

serve as an explanatory commonplace in these key events in English history among the English 

themselves, but it was also alluded to in Notre Dame, Paris after the French conquest of La Rochelle 

in 1224.  

Examining the employment of the imagery of drunkenness may shed some light on the highly 

complex discussion of ethnic images as agents functioning within the narrative of a collective 

                                                                                                                                                            
employed to designate either the island of England and Scotland, or even the whole of Great Britain, 
including Ireland. In the early thirteenth century, Henry of Avranches for example also claims that that 
the English descended from Brutus (I.e. the founder of the British). The distinction between Anglo-Saxon 
and Anglo-Norman is also increasingly vague from the second part of the twelfth century onwards. See 
also chapter 8.  
7 Smith, Chosen Peoples, 116. 
8 See Mary Douglas, ‘A Distinctive Anthropological Perspective’, in Mary Douglas (ed.), Constructive 
Drinking: Perspectives on Drink from Anthropology, 3-15, for the competive and inclusive function of 
drinking within societies.  
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history. Discussions of the formation of ethnic and national groups, both in the modern and medieval 

period, address the extent to which they were shaped by elites, who strengthened their power bases 

by appealing to cultural and social practices, beliefs and sentiments experienced by group members. 

In addition, the power of historical myths kept alive by group members, whether belonging to the 

elite or broader layers of the population, is considered a potent constituent for the continuous 

survival and evolution of ethnic and national identities. In discussions of the medieval period, the 

discussion is further complicated by the lack of source material produced by the illiterate, and the 

question to which extent class distinctions cut across any sense of a shared ethnic identity. (Beyond 

which an individual’s identity constantly vacillates depending on a person’s situation; individuals 

may juggle with ‘atom units of identity’ at all times.)9  

Nonetheless, a number of points can be addressed here. In many sources, the collective ethnic 

custom of intoxication, the inhabitants’ insatiable thirst and desire to seek oblivion, is evoked in 

moments of crisis in order to interpret the invasion and conquest of England by the Anglo-Saxons, 

Danes, and Normans respectively.10 For the elite at least, the cultural stereotype of drinking was 

evoked as a determinant of violence and conquest. From the sources, it is also evident that both 

laymen and clerics, knights, students and presumably peasants entertained themselves or participated 

ritually in communal wassailing. Drinking was a shared custom which as a ritual might have been 

recognized as a particular constituent of the inhabitants’ island identity. Moreover, because drinking 

is a cultural custom, it could indeed easily be adopted, and indeed was so, by newcomers to the 

island, which facilitated the historical continuity of the narrative. Thus, the Britons were berated for 

their drunkenness in the sixth century; in the eighth century, the missionary Boniface brought to the 

attention of the Archbishop of Canterbury that the ‘vice of drinking’ was ubiquitous in his diocese 

among Anglo-Saxons.11 Geoffrey of Monmouth relates that this custom was first introduced to 

England by Renwein, daughter of Saxon warrior leader Hengist, who was invited to stay in Britain 

by Vortigern. Conversely, according to the Winchester annals, possibly compiled by Richard of 

Devizes, drinking was introduced on the island by the Danes.12 And thus, where the early sources of 

the twelfth century clearly relate English drinking to the Anglo-Saxon defeat at the hands of the 

Normans, in the course of the twelfth century it becomes less and less clear whether this drinking has 

not become an intrinsic part of the new Anglo-Norman identity (aided by the fact that the Normans 

were rather thirsty as well).13 

The geographical space of the island of Britain was thus a stage for the survival of this myth-

symbol complex. This leads to the question, falling beyond the scope of this chapter, whether there 

                                                      
9 Hoppenbrouwers, ‘Dynamics of National Identity’, 31. 
10 For the role of cultural myths in moments of crisis, see also Howe, Migration and Mythmaking, 3-5. 
11 Quoted by M.M. Glatt, ‘The English Drink Problem Through the Ages’, in Proceedings of the Royal 
Society of Medicine 70 (1977), 202-206, here at 203. 
12 For the authorship of the Winchester Annals, see John T. Appleby, ‘Richard of Devizes and the 
Annals of Winchester’, in Historical Research 36/93 (1963), 70-77. 
13 Thomas, The English and the Normans, 333. 



299 

 

was a general notion that the custom of drinking, and the fate of the English in battles was tied to 

royal authority, the king carrying responsibility for the moral state of the people. In the twelfth 

century, John of Salisbury famously articulated the organic concept of power in his Policraticus; the 

king was the head of the body politic; the courtiers its flanks, the common people (all those without 

an administrative position) its feet. In other words, if the sins of the chosen people determined the 

outcome of wars, did the body politic stumble and swagger when the people were intoxicated? The 

ultimate question is whether English drinking was acknowledged by broad layers of society as a 

participation in a common ritual of allegiance, linked to the historic destiny of the island.  

Below, the significance of the image of drunkenness and the specific connotations of beer 

drinking will now first be examined. As will become clear, French clerics in particular associated 

beer drinking and drunkenness among the inhabitants of the island of Britain as an inferior cultural 

practice. Besides being a cultural custom, Peter of Celle, John of Salisbury and Stephen Langton also 

intimate that drunkenness was in fact hereditary trait attained after the original sin – attestations of 

the twelfth-century ‘material turn’ of cultural differences.  

 

The battle between wine and beer 

The inhabitants of England in the twelfth century were specifically known for their large 

consumption of alcohol, notably beer (but also wine and to a lesser extent mead and cider).14 Beer 

drinking was associated with large stretches of Northern Europe, from Scandinavia, the Germanic 

territories to Normandy and Brittany, yet it was English beer drinking and drunkenness which 

especially captured the imagination in a vast number of sources.15 This has to do partly with the 

geographical-cultural distinction between wine and beer drinking evinced by clerics and courtiers 

from the continent visiting twelfth-century England, following the Norman Conquest. However, the 

cultural significance of the contrast between wine and beer was in itself older, and not limited to the 

binary English-French; it also bore relevance, for example, to those living in the linguistic fracture 

area of the Meuse and Rhine (beer standing for Teuton, wine for Gallic). This becomes clear from 

the cultural battle between wine and beer in a number of ‘debate verses’.16 Beer and wine battle both 

directly against one another in debate verse on the two liquids, as well as in verse battles between the 
                                                      
14 Idem, 301-302. 
15 See for example the dispute poem ‘Altercatio vini et cerevisiae’, where beer is drunk in Germany, 
Hungary, Hainault, Brabant, Flanders, Swabia and Saxony; cf. Alois Bömer, ‘Einer 
Vagantenliedersammlung des 14 Jahrhunderts in der Schlossbibliothek zu Herdringen’, in Zeitschrift für 
deutches Altertums 49 (1907), 199-202; Frederic J.E. Raby, A History of Secular Latin Poetry in the 
Middle Ages (Oxford 1934), 287. In the Riote du Monde, the Normans are famed for their drinking: ‘Et 
grant buveur, s’il est Norment’ (see chapter 5 note 67). For the image of the German beer drinker in 
modernity, see Manfred Koch-Hillebracht, Das Deutschenbild: Gegenwart, Geschichte, Pyschologie 
(Munich 1977), 138-145.  
16 For the genre of the debate verse see Hans Walther, Das Streitgedicht in der Lateinischen Literatur 
des Mittelalters (Hildesheim 1984); Ludwig Selbach, Das Streitgedicht in der altprovenzalischen Lyrik 
und sein Verhältniss zu ähnlichen Dichtungen anderer Literaturen (Marburg 1886). See further Raby, 
Secular Latin Poetry, 282-289; Betty Nye Hedberg, ‘The Bucolics and the Medieval Poetical Debate’, in 
Transactions and Proceedings of the American Philological Association 75 (1944), 47-67. 
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English and the French. Whereas in the former, the tone is relatively mild, in the latter, it is distinctly 

abusive.  

In the battle between wine and beer, grapes definitely have the upper hand; beer was often reviled 

as bitter and full of dregs. For example, in the poem ‘Altercation of Wine and Beer’, in a manuscript 

belonging to the Benedictine monastery St. Jacques of Liège on the Romance-Germanic linguistic 

border, wine comes up trumps.17 Similarly, in an exchange of poems between Peter of Blois, a Paris 

student who ended up in King Henry II’s service, and Robert of Beaufeu (died in or before 1219), a 

secular canon of Salisbury and an acquaintance of Gerald of Wales, the two cross swords over wine 

and beer.18 In one of his letters, Peter of Blois had complained about the drink at Henry II’s Angevin 

court, and although Peter does not mention France or England, it is highly likely that he is referring 

to the two countries in his opening verses:  

 

Happy is the place where the sweet vine delights   

That blessed house where the rich vine, through the gift  

Of Bacchus, lavishly bestows its guests with wine. 

But unhappy the house where oats are turned into beer, 

In large measures, by the bottle; 

The smoke-dried corn is truly poisonous.19     

 

Peter of Blois continues to describe how, when drinking this noxious potion, the feet begin to 

stagger and the mind falls in turmoil, which leads to debauchery. When the drinker finally passes 

water, the beer is without dregs; these must have fermented into kidney stones.20 In reply, Robert of 

Beaufeu writes in defence of beer, noting the joys of a simple meal accompanied by beer, and the 

less reputable role of wine in the stories of Ham’s laughter at Noah’s drunkenness and Lot’s 

daughters, who slept with their father after they had intoxicated him.21 Beer, contrary to wine, 

                                                      
17 ‘Altercatio vini et cerevisiae’, ed. Bömer, ‘Einer Vagantenliedersammlung des 14 Jahrhunderts’, 199-
202; Raby, Secular Latin Poetry, 287 note 1. 
18 Peter of Blois’ poem and Robert of Beaufeu’s reply are printed in E. Braunholtz, ‘Streitgedichte Peters 
von Blois und Roberts von Beaufeu über den Wert des Weines und Bieres’, in Zeitschrift für Romanische 
Philologie 1927 (47) 30-38; and André Wilmart, ‘Une suite au poème de Robert de Beaufeu pour l’éloge 
de la cervoise’, in Revue Bénédictine 50 (1938), 136-140, here at 136-137. 
19 Ed. Braunholtz, ‘Streitgedichte’, 32: ‘Felix ille locus quem vitis amenat amena, / Illa beata domus qui 
Bachi munere plena / Vina dat hospitibus de vitis divite vena; / Sed domus infelix ubi cervisiatur avena, / 
Mensurata nimis, modo mensuranda lagena / Infumata seges, non vina, immo venena.’ 
20 See also an epigram attributed to Hildebert of Tours, beginning with line ‘Nullus amicorum posset 
meliora monere’, which states the belief that the dregs of beer remain in a person’s entrails; and Henry of 
Avranches, ‘Nescio quid Stygiae monstrum conforme paludi’. Both are quoted by Braunholtz, 
‘Streitgedichte’, 35. See also Rigg, History of Anglo-Latin Literature, 181. 
21 In the debate poem ‘Goliae Dialogus inter Aquam et Vinum’, Water makes the same reproach to Wine 
in verses 91-94; see Wright, The Latin Poems commonly attributed to Walter Mapes, 87 ff. 
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‘imposes sober reins on illicit desires’, quenching fires.22 In another verse, also attributed to Robert 

of Beaufeu by André Wilmart but of otherwise unknown authorship, Peter of Blois’ reproach is 

again addressed directly:  

 

Why is the place happy where the sweet vine delights, 

Which hurls its javelin sharper than the Siren with her sweet voice? 

It gives grapes; Venus is in wine, and the shackle of Venus. 

But happy is the house where the oats abound, 

For whom measure is a comrade, affable and glorious place.23 

  

Peter of Blois, for his part, retorts that Christ chose to turn water into wine – not beer.24   

These are friendly exchanges, defending the felicity of landscapes and their produce. But there is 

an underlying meaning to these exchanges, carrying social and moral significance in relation to 

geography and ethnicity. Indeed, one of the reasons that beer drinking could become a constituent of 

identity is that ale was regarded as culturally inferior to wine; furthermore, this inferiority concurred 

with the broader imagery of northern barbarity and a lack of cultural refinement. Images of beer 

drinking were implicitly associated with a degree of backwardness, coarseness, lack of restraint, just 

as consuming large amounts of French fries and hamburgers today may be associated with gluttony 

and cultural unsophistication. Wine, on the other hand, replenished the finer classes. At court, it was 

customary to drink wine during meals, a more expensive commodity in England as it had to be 

imported mostly from France.25 Furthermore, wine had a religious connotation – wine was said to 

transform into Jesus’ blood during the celebration of mass, and the grape and the vine are symbols 

                                                      
22 Robert of Beaufeu, ‘Eloquio dulci vernans et voce serena’, in ed. Wilmart, ‘Une suite au poème de 
Robert de Beaufeu’, I vs. 15, 139: ‘Motibus illicitis imponens sobria frena’. 
23 Idem, II vs. 1-5, 140: ‘Unde locus felix quem vitis amenat amena, / Que magis amentat quam dulci 
voce Sirena? / Vina dat: in vino Venus est, Venerisque cathena. / Sed domus felix ubi prenimiatur avena, 
/ Cui mensura comes est, comis et inclita scena.’  
24 Peter of Blois, ‘Scribo, sed invitus: invitat enim grave vitis’, in ed. Braunholtz, ‘Streitgedichte’, vs. 9-
10, 33: ‘In vinum convertit aquas prece matris aquarum / conditor, at nunquam cervisiavit eas.’  
25 Bartlett, England under the Norman and Angevin Kings, 579. For a shortage of wine in England, see 
for example John of Salisbury’s letter to Peter of Celle, who remarks that ‘wine is certainly more ready to 
hand with you than caelia which we commonly call cervisia’, in The Letters of John of Salisbury. Vol. 1: 
The Early Letters (1153-1161) no. 33, eds W.J. Millor, H.E. Butler, vol. 1, 55-58. In the same letter, the 
sender himself notes that wine was more available on the continent than in England, ‘but your experience 
knows that “man does not live by bread alone,” and that their assiduity in drinking has made the English 
famous among the foreign nations.’ Peter of Celle had written a treatise, ‘De panibus’, on bread in the 
Bible. In an elaborate interplay between the symbolic/allegorical and literal meaning of wine and beer, 
John of Salisbury requests that Peter now give him ‘a good quantity of wine, or at least a dole, provided 
always it be enough to satisfy an Englishman and a toper’. John, who himself states that he enjoys both 
beer and wine, nevertheless prefers wine ‘beyond all other intoxicants, that it may be ready to gladden my 
heart when fortified with bread’, presumably referring to the body and blood of Christ.  
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for fruitfulness in the Old Testament.26 Beer, on the other hand, did little more than transform into 

excess urine.27 

References to beer’s inferior reputation are, as a result, manifold. In Carolingian times, Alcuin 

sniffed that the Frisians did not have olive oil or wine, and that bitter beer sloshed in English 

stomachs.28 In the twelfth century, Reginald of Canterbury, who was originally from Faye-la 

Vineuse in central France, made a complaint about the vile taste of beer. In a poem dedicated to 

Lambert, abbot of St Bertin, he squawks: ‘Here you shall be able to enjoy the taste of the English 

muse; but do not be surprised that France’s is better. One thing produces our muse, another yours: 

the vine instructs the French, the Englishman is taught by barley. Heavy Ceres burdens our senses 

with dregs, the vines of Liber sweeten your teaching.’29 This complaint against beer is made despite 

the fact that Reginald of Canterbury felt some kind of allegiance with the English (he spoke of ‘our 

English people’).30  

The fact that the vine did not flourish in the colder regions of northern Europe, thus offered a 

geographical context for remarks about social and cultural inferiority. In this literary play, it is 

evident that the cultural drinking customs bore relevance to a geographical space as being less or 

more desirable. As cultural symbols, wine and bear were deployed as a means to express pride in 

place and status. Generally speaking, in these exchanges, beer was deemed inferior and distasteful. 

 

The sin of binge drinking 

However, it was not simply the bitter, uncultivated taste of English beer which the poets reviled. 

Although Robert of Beaufeu tries to defend beer as more sobering than wine, it was notably their 

binge drinking for which the English were castigated.31 This may have to do partly with the much 

larger quantities of beer which were consumed by the English, as the alcohol percentage of beer was, 

as it is today, much lower than that of wine (although wine was also diluted with water). Chrétien de 

Troyes himself acknowledges this in Yvain ou Le Chevalier au Lion, where he describes how after 

dinner men, brash from too much drink, brag about going forth to kill Sultan Nureddin – without 

                                                      
26 Raymond van Uytven, De zinnelijke middeleeuwen (Leuven 1998), 24.  
27 See for example Walter Daniel’s imagery in the Centum Sententiae of the English drinker sitting, 
holding the siphon with one hand to his mouth to drink, and his other hand ‘his own pipe to eject urine’ 
(‘Sedet aliquis et manu una ciffum ad os tenet ut bibat, altera vero fistulam naturalem ut urinam eiciat.’)  
Printed in C.H. Talbot (ed.), ‘The Centum Sententiae of Walter Daniel’, in Sacris Erudiri 11 (1960), 326. 
28 Quoted by Van Uytven, De zinnelijke middeleeuwen, 25. No source reference. 
29  Ed. Felix Liebermann, ‘Raginald von Canterbury’, in Neues Archiv der Gesellschaft für altere 
Geschichte 13 (1888), 519-556, here at 531: ‘Hinc Anglae poteris Musae gustare saporem; / sed non 
mireris, quia Francia fert potiorem. / Altera res nostram Musam parit, altera vostram: / Vitis Francigenam 
docet, / anglica discit avenam; / crassa Ceres nobis sensum cum faece laborat, / Pampineus vobis Liber 
documenta saporat.’ See Rigg, A History of Anglo-Latin Literature, 11. 
30 Thomas, The English and the Normans, 72, for references. 
31 There are many sources containing remarks about English drunkenness. See below; cf. also William of 
Malmesbury’s remark in the Gesta Pontificum 281, that in abbot Wulfstan’s hall everybody drank 
‘according to the custom of the English’.   
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leaving the table –, as ‘there are more words in a pitcherful of wine than in a hogshead of beer’.32 

The same is intimated by Walter Daniel, a Cistercian monk at the abbey of Rievaulx in North 

Yorkshire, who in the 1150s or 60s wrote in the Centum Sententiae that the English ‘indeed do not 

drink wine, but a drink made with oats or barley, or sugared with apples. This they drink so often 

and immoderately that they consider their intake as little. But it is not for that reason less a vice than 

if they become drunk on cheaper liquor.’33 The image of English drunkenness may also have to do 

with their famed toasting rite. This, as Robert Bartlett says, ‘was a competitive and provocative 

ritual, designed to make your drinking companion drink more and more’.34 One person raised his 

cup with a ‘wassail’, upon which the drinking companion replied with a ‘drink hale’, drinking 

companions thus engaged socially in an antiphon of toasting.35  

In general, religious men denounced drunkenness morally as loss of control, lack of restraint, and 

as an agent of sexual desire. Drinking was a token of intemperance, lack of self-discipline, and 

hedonism. In this regard, for the moralists – whom these clerical poets and monks were – both wine 

and beer were equally baneful as stupefaction of the mind was abhorred. ‘The men of your land are 

accustomed to savour unto drunkenness rather than to sobriety,’ begins the Benedictine monk Peter 

of Celle, in an epistle to G., an unidentified priest at Hastings.36 He then enters into an elaborate 

diatribe against drinking, in which he lays much emphasis on loss of reason: ‘Drunkenness is a base 

vice, and one of the baser among the other vices. For where is the sense of the drunkard? Where is 

the respect in a drunk? Where the dignity? He is forgetful of the past, unmindful of the future, and 

ignorant of the present. Discretion is confounded, reason is blunted, sense is bound up, the mind 

itself numbed.’37 Peter also refers to the sexual desire which alcohol arouses. The drunk is ‘a 

plaything of demons’, drinking is the ‘prostitute of vices’.38 Drinking is a perversion of nature, to be 

avoided as the ‘bite of the snake’, for the drunk is condemned to damnation. A similar moral 

outpouring can be found in John of Hauville’s Archweeper, in the chapter on drinking too much. 

Again, it is associated with the English, although here there is access to wine supplies: ‘Waving the 

goblet about, shouting unrestrainedly, they cry out “Wassail!” and again “Wassail!” Wine, not thirst, 

                                                      
32 Chrétien de Troyes, Yvainou Le Chevalier au Lion vs. 590-591, ed. Karl D. Uitti and Philippe Walter 
(1994), 353: ‘Plus a paroles au plain pot / De vin qu’an un mui de cervoise’. 
33 Ed. C.H. Talbot, ‘The Centum Sententiae of Walter Daniel’, in Sacris Erudiri 11 (1960) 326-327: 
‘Non enim isti vinum bibunt, sed potum avene vel ordei sive pomorum sucro confectum. Quem tanto 
sepius et insolencius bibunt, quanto pro parvo comparant quod insument. Nec iccirco minus peccatum 
quod uiliori liquore ebriantur.’ Cf. Thomas, The English and the Normans, 304-305. 
34 Bartlett, England under the Norman and Angevin Kings, 578. 
35 Gerald of Wales tells the tale of how Henry II was entertained by a Cistercian abbot and induced to 
follow a deviant ritual, in which a toast of ‘Pril’ was followed by a ‘Wril’; Bartlett, England under the 
Norman and Angevin Kings, 578; Thomas, The English and the Normans, 301-302.   
36 The Letters of Peter of Celle, ed. and transl. by Julian Haseldine (Oxford 2001), ‘To G., a priest of 
Hastings’, no. 62, 296-297: ‘Solent homines terre tue potius sapere ad ebrietatem quam ad sobrietatem.’ 
37 Idem: ‘Vitium ignobile, et inter cetera vitio ignobilius, ebrietas. Ubi enim sensus ebrii? Ubi reverentia 
in ebrii? Ubi dignitas? Immemor est preteriti, futuri ignarus, presentis nescius. Discretio confunditur, ratio 
hebetatur, sensus ligantur, mens ipso sepelitur.’   
38 Idem, 298-299: ‘Lusus demonum est homo ebrius. (...) prostibulum vitiorum’. 
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is what they strive to banish; they are far more eager to exhaust the supply of wine than to ease the 

pressure of thirst.’39 John of Hauville goes on to give a very graphic description of how excessive – 

unnatural – drinking leads to sickness: ‘But now there is drinking without limit, until the bellyful 

taken in overflows, and retraces its original journey. The gift of nausea restores the wine again to the 

cups. Streaked with yellow bile it comes forth from the belly into the bowl, restoring to Bacchus 

those gifts which the dark abyss within obliges the drinker to reject – but you are quick, o Bacchus, 

to turn the tide again. Thus does nausea punish ill-considered indulgence, for Nature’s pleasures are 

temperate and she rejects excess.’40  

 

Heredity of drinking 

For twelfth-century clerics emphasizing and appraising rational thought, excessive drinking was, 

officially, highly reprehensible.41 Drinking degraded a human being to the animal kingdom; and the 

English, with their tailed behinds, were already being compared to dogs. So common was the 

stereotype of the English drunkard that some moralists even took the remarkable step to claim it a 

hereditary character trait. In a letter to the otherwise unknown Baldwin of Valle Darii, who possibly 

lived at Christ Church, Canterbury, John of Salisbury refers directly to the literary debate poetry 

between beer and wine and exclaims:     

 

You once knew, however, that a sane man seems delirious to the insane, that drunks see a lamp 

double, that it is common for drunks to think men animals and to forget themselves and their 

family. You and your like are not to blame for such behaviour, however, since nature and 

heredity make you drunk so that you cannot even be sober when you have had nothing.42    

  

Because of this excessive drinking, the English thought ‘our France a land of sheep and the French 

mutton-heads’, whereas ‘for you to think us French drunk is as if the bandy-legged should ridicule 

                                                      
39 John of Hauville, Architrenius X 310-314, ed. and transl. Winthrop Wetherbee, 48-51: ‘Vagante cifo, 
distincto guttere “wesseil” / Ingeminant “wesseil”; labor est plus perdere vini / Quam sitis. Exhaurire 
merum studiosius ardent / Quam exhaurire sitis.’   
40 Idem, 319-326: ‘Non modus est calicis, nisi sarcina sumpta redundet / Et primum repetatur iter, data 
nausea reddit / Altera vina cifis: luteo corrupta veneno, / A venis in vasa venit, sua munera Bacho / 
Indignata refert, reditumque urgente palude, / Bache, retro properas, verseque recurritis unde. / Sic male 
libratos castigat nausea sumptus / Et fugat excessus nature parca voluptas.’ Moral denunciation can also 
be found in vernacular sources. Drinking is for example personified in the character of Yvrece, who 
fathered Versez in England (possibly the same as Guersoi; the Altfranzösisches Wörterbuch links the 
name to wassailing): ‘Anglois, qui de boire à guersoi, / A granz henaz plains de godale.’ In a text by 
Guillaume Guiart the author states that the English drink a lot but are ready to flee in battle.  
41 Murray, Reason and Society, 126.  
42 The Letters of John of Salisbury. Volume 2: The Later Letters (1163-1180), ed. and transl. Millor and 
Brooke, no. 270: ‘Sed ut olim scire conueueras, sanus insanis videtur furiosus, et ebriis lucernae duplicari, 
et frequens est ut homines bestias putent et ut sui non meminerint aut suorum. Quod tamen tibi tuique 
similibus imputari non debet, quibus tam natura quam mos patrius ebriositatme ingerit ut etiam ieiuni 
sobrii esse non possint.’   
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the straight-legged, or the Ethiopian the white man’.43 The English were, in other words, off their 

heads, drinking was a ‘hereditary’ ethnic vice, and drunkenness led to a blurring of the distinction 

between humanness and animal-like behaviour, between rational thought and animal-like urges. In 

John of Salisbury’s view, English ridicule of the French was on the same baneful level as a black-

skinned African laughing at a white man. However, besides its explicit ‘biological’ rhetoric, this 

passage is again a remarkable example of the complex fluidity of ethnic boundaries in this period – 

John of Salisbury was an Anglo-Saxon by birth, yet residing in France for substantial periods of 

time, he speaks of ‘us French’ and ‘our France’, despite the ‘hereditary nature’ of English 

drunkenness.  

In this period, some writers also intimate that the vice of drunkenness was a consequence of the 

Fall of mankind, a morally depraved behaviour ‘inherited’ by the children of Adam. This discussion 

is reminiscent of the early development, from the twelfth century, to discuss vices in terms of 

biological heredity.44 Peter of Celle was certainly willing to condemn English drinking as a sign as 

visible as Hebrew circumcision.45 In an often quoted letter from Peter of Celle to Nicholas of St 

Albans, written circa 1180, Peter refers to English levity and their dreamy minds, caused by the 

island’s watery surroundings and the subsequent moisture on the brain.46 However, at the end of the 

letter, there is a passage which has so far seemingly remained unnoticed and which bears upon the 

question of original sin.47 The letter’s focus is a dispute about the feast of the Immaculate 

Conception – whether Mary’s own conception had been immaculate, something which Peter denied. 

With reference to Samson’s riddle of the lion carcass and the bees (Judges 14:12-19), Peter of Celle 

then introduces the following conundrum:  

 

Let the French take from the English question that which they may ruminate, and let the English 

take from the French draught that which they had sought. For just as Dagon is the drink of 

England, so Baal is the food of France. Evil drink, evil food, evil drunkenness, evil belching: 

each one of these merits hell for its cultivators.48 

 

                                                      
43 Idem: ‘Franciam nostrum ueruecum patriam credas et Francos esse uerueces. (…) Nos Francos 
ebriosos putas, ac si loripes rectum derideat, Aethiops album.’ 
44 See chapter 3. 
45 See his letter to John of Salisbury, The Letters of Peter of Celle, no. 173, ed. Haseldine, 666-669: 
‘Regarding your people and their customs, it is well enough known to me that they are accustomed to fill 
up their wineskins, nay their bellies, even indeed to fill them to overflowing, both with wine and with 
mead without censure and, as the Hebrews circumcise their flesh as a sign that they are the seed of 
Abraham, without the disgrace of dishonour.’ See also for example letter no. 172, ed. Haseldine, 664-665, 
also to John of Salisbury.   
46 The Letters of Peter of Celle, ‘To Nicholas of St Albans’, no. 158, ed. Haseldine, 578-581. 
47 Idem, Appendix 13, ‘Peter of Celle and Nicholas of St Albans’, ed. Haseldine, 727-729. 
48 The Letters of Peter of Celle, no. 158, ed. Haseldine, 598-599: ‘Habeant’, inquiens, ‘Galli de Anglica 
questione quod ruminent et Angli de Gallicano haustu quod petissent.’ Sicut enim potus est Dagon Anglie 
sic Baal est cibus Gallie. Malus potus, malus cibus, mala inebriatio, mala ructatio: singulum horum suis 
cultoribus patrat gehennam.’  
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Dagon was the god of grain (making beer) and agriculture among the Philistines; Baal the god of 

fertility. Both Dagon and Baal were ‘idols’ of the enemies of the Israelites. Peter of Celle 

subsequently makes an intricate allusion to the consummation of these idols by the French and 

English – while both peoples considered themselves as new Israelites. Although the passage’s 

meaning is not entirely clear, it would seem to intimate that English drinking, and French eating, are 

a result of the inheritance of the original sin. The leftovers of the fruit of the tree of knowledge were 

divided among the French and English, the sap here intimating beer:  

 

But let us steal through discipline and melt down through abstinence that which is superfluous in 

food and drink, just like the idol of our father Adam which was fashioned from the tree of 

knowledge of good and evil; when he and Eve were fed full of it they left the remains of it to 

their children, which the English and French divided between themselves by lot so that the 

English were made drunk by the more liquid part and the French choked by the more solid.49  

 

By eating from the superfluous remains – the sap of a forbidden fruit – the English were thus re-

enacting a moment of the Fall. 

 

Embracing drinking customs 

Throughout the twelfth century, the stereotype of the drunken Englishman thus served as a symbol 

of moral depravity. As such, it was an image which could be decried, both by the clerics in general 

and by those with different ethnic backgrounds in particular, as a token of reprehensive behaviour. 

Certainly after the Norman Conquest, an Anglo-Saxon custom such as drinking could be employed 

by some to speak ill of the inhabitants of the island of Britain. In the Dialogue of the Exchequer, 

Richard Fitz Nigel speaks of the ‘natural drunkenness of its inhabitants’, relating it clearly to crime 

                                                      
49 Idem, 600-601: ‘Furemur autem per disciplinam et conflemus per abstinentiam quod superfluum est in 
cibo et potu, tanquam ydolum patris nostri Ade quod de ligno scientie boni et mali confictum est; unde 
ipse et Eva saturati, dimiserunt reliquias parvulis suis, quas sorte missa diviserunt inter se Angli et Galli 
ut illi humidioribus resolverentur, isti solidioribus suffocarentur.’ A similar distribution of vices is made 
by Richard of Devizes in his description of behaviour of French and English knights on the Third 
Crusade. The English, says Richard, with proper ceremony ‘drained their cups to the sound of clarions 
and the clangour of trumpets’. The French on the other hand ate until they were sick. Together, they 
consumed huge amounts, so much so that the merchants of the region ‘were astonished at these 
extraordinary ways and could scarcely believe what they saw to be true, that one host of people, and that a 
small one, should consume three times as much bread and a hundred times as much wine as would sustain 
several or even countless hosts of pagans.’ Richard of Devizes, Chronicle, ed. Appleby, 72-73. See also 
Walter Map’s anecdote that French King Louis VII joked that the French ‘only’ had wine and bread; De 
nugis curialium V 5, ed. James, Brooke and Mynors, 451.  
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rates.50 At the same time, however, excessive drinking was also associated with merriment and 

embraced as a sign of plenty, as Hugh Thomas has pointed out.51  

Drunkenness seems to have served as a broader cultural agency uniting those who, as inhabitants 

of the island, participated in communal customs. English carousing is sometimes condemned with a 

light-hearted jocosity. Indeed, communal drinking could be a bonding experience, enacted in the 

elaborate drinking ritual of wassailing. Although the moralists generally, regardless of their 

ethnicity, were bent on condemning drunkenness, yet clerics could also revel in drinking. 

Drunkenness could be joked about, and there seems to be a certain pride in drinking large quantities 

especially in Latin writings about English drinking habits (by the ‘Anglo-Saxons’ John of Salisbury, 

Richard of Devizes, Nigel Longchamp). In a thirteenth-century English verse collection, the 

arguments of the English drinker are mocked. However, it is a moral condemnation with a touch of 

the satirical:  

 

When they go to drain their cups, they excuse their deeds, 

Saying truly that they must wet their tongue. 

They say, when they drink: ‘Without moisture or rain, 

The fruits of the earth perish, through lack of water.’52 

 

In Henry d’Andeli’s Bataille des vins (circa 1225), an English priest is set the task to sample all the 

wines of the world. Each he tastes with great indiscriminate satisfaction, except for beer. This he 

subsequently excommunicates.53 The English argue that drink brings merriment, a good night’s 

sleep, and that drinking demands brave strength. Satirical  jokes are made about the drunkenness of 

the English clergy studying abroad in Paris, as for example mentioned by Jacques de Vitry in his 

History of the West or in sayings such as ‘French learning, English thirst, Breton stupidity, and 

Norman boasting all increase with increasing years’.54 In Nigel Longchamp’s satirical Mirror of 

Fools, when the ass Burnel arrives in Paris to study the liberal arts, he can find only three faults with 

the English schools in Paris:  

 

                                                      
50 Richard Fitz Nigel, Dialogus de Scaccario, ed. and transl. Johnson, Carter, Greenway, 87: ‘innatam 
indigenis crapulam’. 
51 Thomas, The English and the Normans, 302. The notion that drunkenness was related to England’s 
wealth, is perhaps echoed in William of Normandy’s early thirteenth-century Besant, who states that 
Pride had married his three daughters in England: Envy, Luxury, and Drunkenness. Cf. Langlois, ‘Les 
Anglais du Moyen Âge’, 308 note 1. 
52 In André Wilmart, ‘Quelques poemes moraux d’un manuscrit Burney’, 180: ‘Excusant quod agunt, 
dum sumere pocula vadunt, / Dicentes vere quia debet lingua madere. / Dicunt, quando bibunt: “Sine rore 
vel imbre peribunt / Fructus terrarum, quia deficit usus aquarum.’ 
53 Cf. Rickard, Britain in Medieval French Literature 1100-1500, 169. 
54 In B. Hauréau, Notices et extraits de quelques manuscrits latins de la Bibliothèque nationale (6 
volumes, Paris 1890-1893), vol. 6, 124: ‘Francis scire, sitis Anglis, nescire Britannis, / Fastus Normannis 
crescit, crescentibus annis.’ See Langlois, ‘Les Anglais du Moyen Âge’, 306.  
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Many a course in lordly state  

Adorns their tables, wine abundant flows;  

All this attracts, only three faults he knows;  

But for these three all else would he commend;  

They are ‘Wassail’, ‘Drink Health!’ and ‘Lady friend’.55  

 

Nigel also remarks that whereas the French usually multiplied threats, the English usually multiplied 

cups of alcohol.56 The overall image drawn by Nigel Longchamp in his passage on English students 

in Paris, coincides heavily with the ideal characterization of the courtier, who is merry and generous. 

Although ale drinking was certainly identified as a reprehensible ‘native’ Anglo-Saxon custom (and 

ale drinking related to stupidity), in these texts it is thus sliding into a happier connotation.57 

From these remarks, the question arises how ‘English’ these drinkers were. Most students in 

Paris were certainly not of strictly Anglo-Saxon descent; on the contrary, most would have been 

from mixed Norman-Anglo-Saxon parentage (besides which the corporate English nation in Paris 

included students from the German Empire and the Scandinavian regions).58 The question also arises 

whether these jokes rubbed off the sharper edges and thus eased the way for the descendants of the 

Norman invaders to adopt an English identity.59 Indeed, identification is a process in a state of 

constant flux; contrasting self-images with that of the other can be alternated with individual 

identification with cultural customs or behavioural traits of the ‘other’. When members of various 

cultures meet, boundaries can be sharpened or softened. Instead of approaching the ethnic group as a 

stable, static entity, ethnic identity must thus be viewed as a fluctuant, constantly adapting and 

reacting, re-evaluating old symbols, or sharpening existing boundaries.  

In the course of the twelfth century the boundaries between Norman and Anglo-Saxon were 

becoming increasingly fogged on many levels; certainly by the end of Henry II’s reign, the 

boundaries between the descendants of the Norman invaders and the free native Anglo-Saxons seem 

to have broken down.60 The process of the Normans’ cultural identification with English customs 

                                                      
55 Nigel Longchamp, Speculum Stultorum, ed. Mozley and Raymo, 64-65. The translation is from Nigel 
Longchamp, A Mirror of Fools: The Book of Burnel the Ass, transl. J.H. Mozley (Notre Dame, Ind., 
1963), 50. For an overview of these stereotypes of the English in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, see 
Charles-Victor Langlois, ‘Les Anglais du Moyen Âge’, 298-315.  
56 Nigel Longchamp, Speculum Stultorum, 66; Thomas, The English and the Normans, 318. 
57 See Clanchy, England and its Rulers, 248 and Thomas, The English and the Normans, 301 for the 
dispute between Evesham abbey and the bishop of Worcester, which appeal to the papal court in 1206, 
and the pope’s remark toward the bishops showing off of his knowledge of ecclesiastical law, that ‘you 
and your masters must have drunk a lot of English beer when you learned that’; cf Chronicon Abbatiae de 
Evesham (RS 29), 189. 
58 Kibre, The Nations in the Medieval Universities; Boyce, The English-German Nation.  
59 See Thomas, The English and the Normans, 298.  
60 For this much debated topic, see especially Thomas, The English and the Normans, chapters 4, 5 and 
6; Short, ‘Tam Angli quam Franci’; John B. Gillingham, ‘“Slaves of the Normans”? Gerald de Barri and 
Regnal Solidarity in Early Thirteenth-Century England’, in Pauline Stafford, Janet L. Nelson, Jane 
Martindale (eds), Law, Laity and Solidarities: Essays in Honour of Susan Reynolds (Manchester 2001) 
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was probably lubricated by the fact that the Normans themselves were known for consuming large 

quantities of alcohol.61 Notably, as Rickard remarks, it were often the Normans themselves who 

emphasized English drunkenness in their sources.62 William of Malmesbury, writing in the 1120s, 

already remarks that the Normans had adopted the lavish English dining style, where guests are 

intoxicated with wine.63 After the conquest of England the Normans took over their custom of 

‘eating till they were sick and drinking till they spewed’.64 The vice was shifting from the conquered 

ethnic group to the conquerors. Even more so, they were embracing the English beer drinking rituals. 

There is an anecdote, told by Gerald of Wales, about how Henry II, on an incognito visit to a 

Cistercian abbey, is enticed to speed up the drinking by the abbot, who reassures him that the 

English toasting ritual consisted of a terse ‘pril’ and ‘wril’ instead of the double syllabic ‘wesheil’, 

‘drincheil’.65 By toasting, Henry was participating in an Anglo-Saxon custom, apparently without 

understanding the purport of the exercise. When the abbot later visits the royal court, Henry 

welcomes him with a ‘pril’, embarrassing the thirsty abbot in front of the courtiers. The anecdote 

demonstrates how an ‘outsider’, King Henry, could actively participate and enjoy local English 

customs while at the same time distancing himself. Henry exploits his foreign background and 

momentary loss of social standing in order to play dumb and drink excessive amounts, although 

fully aware of the proper rite of English wassailing. By putting the abbot to shame at court, Henry is 

acknowledging his full awareness of English customs; the abbot is actually reminded of the right 

manner of wassailing by the ‘foreign’ king.66 Such anecdotes demonstrate how the variety of ethnic 

customs might be entertained and gradually adopted and adapted by both parties.    

 

Drunken English knights 

Specifically relevant to the myth-symbol complex of English drunkenness and the historical destiny 

of Britain, is the fact that English drinking was associated particularly with the somewhat weak 

reputation of the English knighthood. English knights were, for example in the Roman de Waldef, 

                                                                                                                                                            
160-171. John Gillingham argues that assimilation occurred as early as the 1120s-40s. The end of 
hostility is sometimes also viewed to have occurred upon Henry I’s marriage to Queen Edith-Mathilda, a 
relative of Edward the Confessor; cf. Thomas, The English and the Normans, 56.  
61 Short, ‘Tam Angli quam Franci’, 153; Thomas, The English and the Normans, 52 note 37. Thomas 
remarks that the ale-wine divide may have become more important later in the twelfth century. 
Nevertheless, as I argue, in the second half of the twelfth century, it is difficult to make a clear distinction 
between Anglo-Saxon and Anglo-Norman drinking habits. 
62 Rickard, Britain in Medieval Literature, 167. 
63 William of Malmesbury, Gesta regum Anglorum III 255, ed. and transl. Mynors, Thomson and 
Winterbottom, vol. 1, 472-473. 
64 Idem, III 245, ed. and transl. Mynors, Thomson and Winterbottom, vol. 1, 458-459: ‘in cibis urgentes 
crapulam, in potibus irritantes vomicam’. See Gesta pontificum 139-140, 281-282 for more references. 
65 Gerald of Wales, Speculum Ecclesiae III 13, ed. Brewer, vol. 4, 213-215; cf. Bartlett, England under 
Norman and Angevin Kings, 578; Edward Coleman, ‘Nasty Habits – Satire and the Medieval Monk’, in 
History Today, 43/6 (1993), 36-42. 
66 A clear example of how identity and alterity can interpenetrate and mingle. Leerssen, 
‘Identity/Alterity/Hybridity’, 341; Hoppenbrouwers, ‘Dynamics of National Identity’, 34.   
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valiant, prudent, and strong, but for their excessive drinking.67 Thus, the English knights in 

Partonopeus of Blois, in the company of the king of England, are ‘strong, free, light, tough, 

courageous and wise, hard in battle and most handsome, but they drink too much beforehand’.68  

By this period, the knighthood was certainly not viewed as ‘native Anglo-Saxon’ or Norman, but 

as ‘English’, in the sense of men of mixed Norman/Anglo-Saxon parentage. King Richard the 

Lionheart’s decision to allow tournaments in England was, as William of Newburgh wrote, inspired 

by a desire to be on a par with French knights, who were insulting them as inexperienced fighters.69 

In the early thirteenth century, a debate poem by an outsider, Henry of Avranches, lays a marked 

emphasis on the English knights’ dismal performance on the battle field. This debate verse is a 

typical example of how at the cosmopolitan twelfth-century courts, men of various ethnic 

backgrounds could mould and sharpen ethnic processes of identification, which at the same time 

remained fluctuant.  

Henry of Avranches, whose father was probably a Norman, was born in the German empire; by 

1214, however, he was writing for King John.70 The attack on the English is part of a debate poem 

(the initial lines by the Englishman presumably lost), in which an unidentified German called 

Conrad fiercely attacks English knights. Henry’s verse is one of the few verse examples in which 

Germans are actually praised: 

 

When the tailed English, who were born for drinking cups, 

Are filled up, it is with the seed of Brutus.71  

Then they throw themselves into the fray, boasting they are a glorious people, 

Bringing death to all, belching with bursting bellies, 

                                                      
67 Thomas, The English and the Normans, 387. Cf. Le Petit Plet vs. 1263-1265, B.S. Merrilees (ed.) 
(Oxford 1970).  
68 Partonopeus of Blois vs. 7359-7369: ‘Fors et delivers et legiers / hardis et coragos et pros / en bataille 
durs et estols / et beaus sor tote / mais trop boivent nen sai avant.’ Another foreigner who speaks lowly of 
the English when fighting is William the Breton in the Philippide XI vs. 560, ed. Delaborde vol. 2, 341,  
which was written under the patronage of Philip August. According to William, the English were drawn 
to the cups and gifts of wine, rather than to the hard duties of war. 
69 Willam of Newburgh, Historia Rerum Anglicarum, ed. Howlett, 422-423. Cf. Thomas, The English 
and the Normans, 80.  
70 Josiah Cox Russell, ‘Master Henry of Avranches as an International Poet’, in Speculum 3/1 (1928), 
34-63, here at 34-35; Rigg, ‘History of Anglo-Latin Literature’, 179-192. Henry also entered into a bitter 
verse debate with Michael of Cornwall in 1254-1255, deliverd before high Church officials such as the 
dean of St Pauls in London, the clergy of Cambridge, the abbot of Westminster. In Michael’s attack, he 
accuses Henry of calling him a Cornish goat, of being conceited (yet knowing nothing of grammar), of 
knowing more about whores than metres. Of Normandy and England, Michael writes that it gives Henry 
nothing sweet, who has to rely on English food, drink and money; England, conversely, is fertile, 
pleasant, sociable, contrary to miserable Normandy. This, of course, was written after the loss of 
Normandy. Cf. Alfons Hilka, ‘Eine mittellateinische Dichterfehde: “Versus Michaelis Cornubiensis 
contra Henricum Abrincensem”’, in Alois Bömer and Joachim Kirchner (eds), Mittalalterliche 
Handschriften: Paläographische, Kunsthistorische, Literarische und Bibliotheksgeschtliche 
Untersuchungen: Festgabe zum 60. Geburtstag von Hermann Degering (Hildesheim and New York 
1974), 123-154, here at 147-148, vs. 974-978; cf. Rigg, History of Anglo-Latin Literature, 193-197. 
71 I.e. the descendants of the eponymous Trojan founder Brutus.  
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For they are unwarlike weavers and fullers.72  

 

Earlier, the image of the unwarlike wool processors had been tacked onto Flemish migrants coming 

to England by Anglo-Norman Jordan Fantosme (d. 1185); the context then was the participation of 

Flemish knights in the revolt of 1173-1174, who purportedly came to England greedy for wool and 

plunder instead of contributing as proper knights. 73 Now, apparently it was an English characteristic. 

The Germans, on the other hand, were not a royal but an imperial people, subject only to Rome; they 

are strong, triumphant, impetuous, with their golden hair and tall bodies. (Afterwards, the 

Englishman defends himself by referring to his own generosity, in contrast to the German who is 

reviled throughout the world like a dog.) According to Henry, the miserable British – Henry of 

Avranches seems to use English and British synonymously – could take a leaf out of their book:  

 

But you, o miserable British, slow to battle, 

Whose belly is your God, and abyss of food; 

Full of the dregs of beer and without wisdom, 

You honour Bacchus when darkness falls; 

Then Venus appears, applying her lewd potion (…)74 

Some always vex you as enemies:  

The clergy is harsh in opposing the knighthood;  

The people generally hold religious men in hatred; 

With the bonds loosened, the people, the tribute trampled on, 

Are robbed of the best by pope or king with frequent bulls.75 

 

Beer drinking is clearly the fault of the knighthood; the divide is along socio-cultural, not ethnic 

lines. The clergy opposes the knighthood, which is weak on the battlefield; the people are heavily 

burdened by taxation. It is wrong to suppose that Henry of Avranches is only targeting the 

knighthood, however. His thoughts, as will become clear below, echo those of William of 

Malmesbury a century earlier on the conquest of England in 1066, who claims that English 
                                                      
72 Printed in Josiah Cox Russell and John Paul Heironimus (eds), The Shorter Latin Poems of Master 
Henry of Avranches Relating to England (Cambridge Mass. 1935), no. 93 vs. 5-9, 29: ‘Angli caudati, qui 
sunt ad pocula nati, / cum sunt imbuti, tunc sunt de semine Bruti; / prelia tunc tractant, quod sunt gens 
inclita iactant, / dant omnes leto, ructantes ventre repleto, / cum sint imbelles textores vel paripelles.’ 
73 Jordan Fantosme, Chronicle 99-109, ed. Johnston (Oxford 1981), 70-80; cf. Bartlett, The Making of 
Europe, 114; Thomas, The English and the Normans, 325-326.  
74 Eating, drinking and sexual lewdness are mentioned in the same breath by for example Gerald of 
Wales; see Coleman, ‘Nasty Habits’. 
75 Russell and Heironimus (eds), The Shorter Latin Poems of Master Henry, no. 93 vs. 15-19 and , 29: 
‘Sed vos, O miseri Britones, ad prelia seri, / est venter quorum deus atque vorago ciborum, / vos fece 
cervisie pleni vacuique sophie / precolitis Bacum suberit cum tempus opacum; / tunc Venus obscena subit 
apponendo vene<na>. (…) Vestrum vos aliqui semper vexant ut iniqui; / militie clerus est adversando 
severus; / plebs habet exosos generaliter religiosos, / federe dissuto plebs conculcata tributo / crebris et 
bullis privat quam papa medullis.’ 
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commoners were exploited financially, but were ‘ingrained’ with a preference for alcohol over 

money.  

 

From these sources, a picture emerges that the cultural practice of beer drinking was commonly 

associated with Anglo-Norman knights, but also with students, abbots, Anglo-Saxon ‘native 

criminals’ and the such. In French rhetoric, the Anglo-Norman elite would eventually pay the price 

for their adoption of this custom. Indeed, the image of excessive drinking is evoked especially in the 

context of French-Anglo-Norman political relations and conquests on the battle field. Here, several 

strands come together: the inferiority of a territory producing beer and its unsuccessful knighthood. 

Here also enters a third party in the myth symbol complex: God. His power to support just wars, aid 

in conquests, and to wreak revenge for sinful behaviour is a recurrent paradigm in medieval 

(biblical) thought. In the case of the English it takes on a specific meaning in relation to the notion of 

Anglo-Saxon chosenness. As already stated in the opening paragraphs, the stereotype of drunkenness 

is particularly relevant as drinking, the ‘innate custom of the English’, played an intricate part in the 

discourse on the fate of the English in conquest and politics. Besides pointing to acculturation, the 

image of drunkenness thus functioned as a causal catalyser of God’s wrath, supposedly determining 

the fate of the nation. It was related to the success or failure of the ruling dynasties in warfare and in 

securing possession of territory. This strong motif will be discussed further below. First however, it 

must be noted that also in Anglo-Norman-French relations, the latter (who viewed themselves as the 

most Christian people) employed the image of an inferior beer culture to accentuate their own 

success on the battlefield.     

 

Images of Anglo-French relations  

Already with the invasion of the Normans, Norman animosity towards the French was introduced on 

the island, Norman writers such as William of Jumièges and William of Poitiers speaking of French 

envy or arrogance. The Norman poet André de Coutances, author of the Roman de Franceis 

(sometime in the last decades of the twelfth century) displays an intense anti-French sentiment, 

remarking upon their stinginess, arrogance, cowardice, and mendacity (whereas the verse begins 

with a certain king Arflet of Northumberland wishing all drinkers good health).76 Furthermore, 

although the Normans in England had no qualms about being denominated as (culturally) French in 

English sources, Norman-French warfare over territory on the continent continued to shapen them as 

hostile groups. This dynastic warfare could easily be viewed in ethnic terms (William of Newburgh 

remarking that each people supported its king).77 As early as the beginning of the twelfth century, 

these wars were already seen in terms of France versus England (although at the same time also in 

terms of Normandy, Anjou and Poitou); this probably also encouraged Norman-English assimilation. 
                                                      
76 Thomas, The English and the Normans, 318 for more references. 
77 Idem, 38-39, 317-319; William of Newburgh, Historia Rerum Anglicarum III 14 ed. Hamilton, vol. 1,  
247-248. 
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‘Warfare’, as Hugh Thomas put it, ‘against the French helped to solidify a network of loyalty in 

which support for king, realm, and people became interlocked and thus mutually reinforcing.’78 

Indeed, as Charles Tilly wrote, nations make war and war makes nations. 

Henry II’s claims to the Vexin in the 1150s were thus brought into relation with English drinking 

in a debate verse by Pierre Riga, supporter of King Louis VII.79 The poem, which was written 

sometime between 1157 and 1161, has been entered into manuscript Arsenal 1136 (part of a 

collection belonging to archbishop Samson of Reims) following another debate verse, in this case 

between popes Alexander and Victor.80 In Pierre Riga’s poem, two advocates argue over the cause 

of respectively King Louis VII and Henry II; at the end, ‘judges’ speak their verdict on the case 

presented before them. The background to the poem is the bid of both monarchies to settle the tug-

of-war over the much-disputed border territory of the Vexin. As a result, the two dynasties had 

entered into a marriage alliance, King Louis of France marrying off his six-month old daughter 

Marguerite to Young King Henry in 1157, who was aged three at the time. The dowry consisted of 

Gisors and Neaufle. But after just three years, Henry II pressed the marriage through, although 

Marguerite was still a mere toddler, in order to seize these strongholds.  

Riga’s attack on Henry, centring on treachery, contains a variety of familiar motifs on the 

English.81 Henry treacherously uses money instead of weapons to achieve his goal,82  attuning to the 

English’ reputation as perfidious and rich.83 Again, there is also an allusion to drinking:  

 

It becomes the English hand to use design, not weapons, 

That the cup is to the mouth, not the steel in the sword. 
                                                      
78 Idem, 319. 
79 Printed in B. Hauréau, ‘Un poème inédit de Pierre Riga’ in Bibliothèque de l’École des Chartres 44 
(1883), 5-11; Raby, Secular Latin Poetry, vol. 2, 37; Thomas, The English and the Normans, 318; Stotz, 
Beobachtungen zu lateinischen Streitgedichten, 7; Walther, ‘Streitgedicht’, 182. 
80 Manitius, Geschichte der lateinischen Literatur, vol. 3, 959-960.  
81 See chapter 6.  
82 English’ treachery and perfidity were common stereotypes; cf. Weiler, ‘Ethnographische 
Typisierungen’, 112-113; Cerwinka, ‘Völkercharakteristiken’, 76; Stanzel, Europäer, 86-88. See for 
example Otto of St. Blasien on the perfidity of the English during the Third Crusade. If only Frederick 
Barbarossa had remained alive; with Italy’s power, France’s liveliness and experience in warfare, and 
especially Germany’s bravery, they would have vanquished. Cf. Otto of St Blasien, Chronica XXXVI, ed. 
Schmale, 107. In the sixteenth century, John Major remarked that the English and Scots could not 
possibly be crafty as Aristotle had said they lacked intelligence. His argument is based on climate theory. 
However, the stereotype of perfidity would remain current even until the Napoleonic Wars. According to 
Blaicher, ‘Zur Entstehung und Verbreitung’, 560-561, in the fourteenth century the stereotype was 
employed against the common population who had turned against or let down the monarchy. In the Vita 
Edwardi Secundi, ed. N. Denholm Young (1957), 63, the author says that the English people excel other 
peoples in three things: ‘in superbia, in dolo et in periurio’. It seems particularly popular during the 
Hundred Years War. See also Randall, ‘Medieval Slander’, 31-32, in relation the image of the English 
hatching eggs. 
83 Hauréau, ‘Un poème inédit de Pierre Riga’: ‘Argento custodes allicit, urit / Interius mentes frigida 
marca foris, / Et fauces hominum transfigens muneris hamo, / Oppida venatur taliter ille duo; / Sed clam, 
sed furtim, sed nocte, sed arte, sed auro, / Non vi, non animi laude, nec ensis ope.’ Instances of the 
English described as treacherous in Norman sources are Dudo, De moribus 158-160; Benoît, Chronique I 
189, 197. See Thomas, The English and the Normans, 244-245, for further examples and discussion.  
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They prefer gluttony to helmets, drink to lances,  

Cups of wine to sharp points of iron. 

You Englishman, England, are committing a crime,  

Abetted by your allies; your king, France, is unawares.84 

 

The debate is concluded by the ‘judges’, who claim that the Englishman is ‘full of chinks’ (not to be 

trusted), whereas ‘pure faith grows in your mouth, Gaul’. Pierre Riga finally makes a pun on the 

tailed Englishman, another of those images of the English often mentioned in relation to their 

drinking: ‘Never was the English cause just, or rather, never the English tail to be trusted’.85 

A later example can be found in the repositories of a power base of the French monarchy, the 

School of Notre Dame. In 1224, La Rochelle, an important harbour for wine export to England and a 

strong Poitevin town, was captured by King Louis VIII of France; King Henry III of England 

subsequently had to yield all of Aquitaine north of the Dordogne to the French. On this occasion a 

conductus was composed at Notre Dame. A conductus is a non-liturgical vocal composition sung 

polyphonically; these types of composition were processional pieces.86 A conductus could be written 

to lament death or for religious or political events; its purpose could be to intensify political power.87 

In this composition for three voices, ‘De rupta Rupecula grata fluunt pocula’, the Parisian versifier 

claims that nothing is more befitting than that Paris is turned into Parnassus, that God has willed its 

troops that Phoebus enjoys Bacchus, the god of wine, and that the city has nothing to fear. It ends 

stating that France is the victorious land of wine, England of beer, where the vine does not belong. 

Again, here the image is one of inferiority of the English geographical space; here, however, God 

has abetted the French dynasty in its drive for direct power over the French domains.  

 

Where inferior cultural customs were recalled by northern French clerics in order to emphasize how 

God favoured their territorial expansion, in the English sources the overriding focus lies on the 

punishment of English sins as a chosen people. The imagery of drunkenness thus performed an 

effective role in the rhetoric used recording two highly important events in Anglo-Norman and 

French history in this period: first in William of Malmesbury’s (and later Wace’s) description of the 

Battle of Hastings; and secondly, at the end of the papal interdict, the speech upon the return of 

                                                      
84 Idem: ‘Ut tractet telas, non tela, manum decet Angli; / ut sit in ore calix, non sit in ense chalybs. / Plus 
gula quam galea, latices quam lancea, vini / Pocula quam ferri spicula cuique placent. / His fretus sociis 
tuus Anglicus, Anglia, crimen / Perficit, ignaro, Gallia, rege tuo.’ 
85 Idem:  ‘Nunquam recta fuit, nunquam meruit sibi causa / Anglica, vel potius Anglica cauda fidem.’ 
86 Robert Falck, The Notre Dame Conductus: A Study of the Repertory (Henryville 1981).  
87 Printed in M. Léopold Deslisle, ‘Discours’, in Annuaire-Bulletin de la Société de l’histoire de France 
22 (1885), 82-139, here at 112-113. The last lines: ‘Terra Bacchi Francia Anglie cervisia / Moysis est 
Anglia.  Lyei letitia / Quid de rupe vinosa Francie superatur.’ For the conductus, see F. Alberto Gallo, 
Music of the Middle Ages (Cambridge 1985), vol. 2, 18-21. It has been recorded by Anne-Marie 
Deschamps’ Ensemble; a recording is accessible at 
http://dev.concertzender.nl/swfplayer.php?mode=rod&provider=cz&program=duif&date=20090212&hou
r=23&pid=38752 at 26.50 minutes. 

http://dev.concertzender.nl/swfplayer.php?mode=rod&provider=cz&program=duif&date=20090212&hour=23&pid=38752
http://dev.concertzender.nl/swfplayer.php?mode=rod&provider=cz&program=duif&date=20090212&hour=23&pid=38752
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Archbishop of Canterbury Stephen Langton to England in 1213. In each of these events, English 

drunkenness figures as constitutive element. Here, power and politics bore direct relation to this 

collective ethnic vice, for which divine punishment was meted out. In the same vein, it provided a 

motif for the string of conquests of the island.  

 

Drunkenness and the migration myth 

Before turning to drunkenness and divine retribution in the twelfth century, the myth-symbol 

complex tradition of divine retribution and drunkenness in sources related to the geography of 

Britain must be established. Divine retribution as a cause of events on earth, whether successes or 

failures, natural disasters or outcome of battles, was ingrained in medieval thought. It is, then, a 

small step to interpret the fate of peoples as the outcome of God’s will, punishing them for their 

collective behaviour and sins, such as debauchery, gluttony or pride. The Old Testament was replete 

with examples of such a notion. In the early middle ages, the tradition of interpreting the fate of 

ethnic groups as part of God’s plan, was continued in for example Salvian’s De gubernatione Dei 

(The Government of God), written in the middle of the fifth century in the monastery of St Victor of 

Marseilles.88 The first to do so in British historiography, was Gildas.89  

Gildas wrote his De excidio Britonum (The Ruin of the British) in the first half of the sixth 

century as a jeremiad of the evils of his time, especially among Britain’s rulers and in the church.90 

The objective was to invite the British to repent and thus regain God’s favour. Gildas was also the 

first to represent the British as God’s chosen people (as were the Franks, in their view).91 Through 

this special covenant, the island’s inhabitants were the receivers of divine assistance, God for 

example intervening to aid Britain after it was abandoned by Rome.92 The Old Testament imagery is 

laid on thick in Gildas’ complaint. St Alban achieves martyrdom by sacrificing himself under 

Roman persecution, leading a thousand men as new Israelites through the muddy waters of the 

Thames, which parts before them. As Robert Hanning writes in The Vision of History: ‘Alban’s 

exercise of national-ecclesiastical leadership at a dark moment is a free gift of God to save Britain, 

                                                      
88 Salvian of Marseille, De gubernatione Dei IV 67-68, Patrologia Latina 53; Meyvaert, ‘Voicing 
National Antipathy’, 746-747.  
89 Hanning, Vision of History, 46-8. 
90 It is usually dated around 540, although Karen George proposes a date somewhere between 510 and 
530; cf. Karen George, Gildas’s De Excidio Britonum and the early British Church (Woodbridge 2009), 
4; John Morris, ‘Historical Introduction’ in Gildas, The Ruin of Britain and other documents, ed. and 
transl. Michael Winterbottom (Guildford 2002), 1.  
91 By all means, the inhabitants of England were not the only people to identify themselves as entered 
into a special relationship with God. In Chosen Peoples, chapters 4 and 5, Anthony Smith distinguishes a 
number of ‘peoples of the covenant’ in late medieval and modern times – Gregorian Armenians, Amharic 
Ethiopians, Afrikaners and Zionist Jews – and ‘missionary peoples’ – Greek Orthodox, Russians, Franks, 
inhabitants of England and Scots.. His distinction is based on the definition that missionary peoples, in 
contrast to people of the covenant, ‘seek to expand into and transform the world’, aiming to submit the 
profane world to the deity. However, as Smith remarks himself, the distinction is one of degree only. 
Smith, Chosen Peoples, 95. 
92 Hanning, Vision of History, 54. 
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and the climatic event of Alban’s career is itself visualized in terms of the “baptism” of the British 

church, the mark of divine initiation which assures the final victory of the Britons over their 

persecutors.’93 On the other hand, God was equally inclined to punish the Britons if they persevered 

in sin. In a wave of corrective punishments – the invasion of the Picts, a plague and finally the 

coming of the Saxons – God thus wreaked his revenge.94   

According to Gildas, the weakness of the Britons was partly due to a lack of masculinity, as well 

as treachery and cowardice – ‘like women they stretched out their hands for the fetters. In fact, it 

became a mocking proverb far and wide that the British are cowardly in war and faithless in 

peace.’95 Yet it was their drunkenness, both of the clergy and laymen, which incited God’s wrath 

and opened the gateway to the advent of the Saxons: 

 

Things pleasing and displeasing to God weighed the same in the balance – unless indeed things 

displeasing were regarded with more favour. In fact, the old saying of the prophet denouncing his 

people could have been aptly applied to our country: “Lawless sons, you have abandoned God, 

and provoked to anger the holy one of Israel.” (…) Everything they did went against their 

salvation, just as though the true doctor of us all granted the world no medicine. And this was 

truly not merely of worldly men: the flock of the Lord and his shepherds, who should have been 

an example to the whole people, lay about, most of them, in drunken stupor, as though sodden in 

wine.96 

 

This powerful rhetoric, in which drunkenness went hand in hand with envy and dissension, laid the 

framework for subsequent interpretations of both past and future events on the island. As a token of 

divine retribution, the migration myth (the coming of the Saxons) was retold by Bede, Alcuin – who 

was the most explicit about the English as new Israelites in Versus de patribus regibus et sanctis 

Euboricensis Ecclesiae – and, in the eleventh century, Wulfstan.97 Indeed, just as the cultural 

traditions of the island’s inhabitants could be passed down from one ethnic group to another, so the 

myth could retain its power for the Anglo-Saxons – in Gildas’ text God’s punishment had befallen 

                                                      
93 Idem, 53. 
94 Idem, 56. Hanning points out that Gildas is also following the model of the last three books of 
Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical History. Cf. Howe, Migration and Mythmaking, 41-42. 
95 Gildas, De excidio Britanniae VI, The Ruin of Britain and other works, ed. and transl. by Michael 
Winterbottom, 18, 91: ‘manusque vinciendae muliebriter protenduntur, ita ut in proverbium et derisum 
longe lateque efferretur quod Britanni nec in bello fortes sint nec in pace fideles’. 
96 Idem, XXI, The Ruin of Britain and other works, ed. and transl. by Michael Winterbottom, 25, 96: 
‘omnia quae displicuerunt deo et quae placuerunt aequali saltem lance pendebantur, si non gratiora 
fuissent displicentia; ita ut merito patriae illud propheticum, quod veterno illi populo denuntiatum est, 
potuerit aptari, “filii”, inquiens, “sine lege, dereliquistis deum, et ad iracundiam provocastis sanctum 
Israel.” (…) Sicque agebant cuncta quae saluti contraria fuerint, ac si nihil mundo medicinae a vero 
omnium medico largiretur. Et non solum haec saeculares viri, sed et ipse grex domini eiusque pastores, 
qui exemplo esse omni plebi debuerint, ebrietate quam plurimi quasi vino madidi torpebant.’  
97 Howe, Migration and Mythmaking, 26; Patrick Wormald, ‘Engla Lond: the Making of an Allegiance’ 
in Journal of Historical Sociology 7/1 (1994) 1-24. 
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the Britons – because the Anglo-Saxons applied Gildas’ model to the inhabitants of the island and 

not to a specific people. The island was a ‘promised land’; the Anglo-Saxons were now the new 

Israelites, who had been chosen by God to replace the sin-stained Britons.98 Thus Bede, in 731, in 

his account of Anglo-Saxon Britain in the Historia Ecclesiastica, could begin his account with a 

representation of England as a land of milk and honey, and repeat how the British vices of internal 

quarrels, violence and drunkenness led to their downfall at the hands of the then still pagan Anglo-

Saxons, for ‘the fire kindled by the hands of the heathen executed the just vengeance of god on the 

nation for its crimes. It was not unlike that fire once kindled by the Chaldeans which consumed the 

walls and all the buildings of Jerusalem’.99  

The myth gained further dissemination as Bede’s history was translated into Old English 

sometime during the reign of King Alfred in the tenth century. The migration myth could therefore 

serve as a moral warning; threats came as a sign that the chosen status of the Anglo-Saxons was 

being called into doubt by God. Again, in the ninth century, Alcuin repeated the migration myth of 

the Anglo-Saxons, in response to Viking raids: ‘He who reads Holy Scripture and studies ancient 

history and considers the way the world develops will find that kings have lost kingdoms and 

peoples their lands for sins of this kind, and when powerful men have wrongly seized the property of 

others, they have rightly lost their own.’100 And again, when in the eleventh century, invading 

Scandinavians made incursions, Wulfstan repeated Gildas’ position that ‘also through the foul 

wantonness of the people and through gluttony and manifold sins they destroyed their country and 

themselves they perished’.101 Sin was omnipresent in every corner of the country, and the 

Scandinavians were acting as agents of God’s will.102  

 

Anglo-Saxon drunkenness and the Battle of Hastings 

Prior to the Norman Conquest, therefore, the sins of the inhabitants of the island of Britain – 

drinking, gluttony – were already called upon as a reason for their ill-fated destiny. After the 

Norman Conquest in 1066, again the same vices are evoked, in this case by both the conquerors and 

the conquered.  

It is perhaps not unsurprising to expect the victors to morally condemn the subjugated Anglo-

Saxons, and Harold in particular. The Carmen de Hastingae Proelio, for example, calls the English a 

wicked people. Other accusations are those of dishonesty, treachery, and perfidy.103 To an extent, 

                                                      
98 Wormald, ‘Engla Lond’, 14-15. For Anglo-Saxon identity in relation to the indigenous Britons before 
the tenth century, see Debby Banham, ‘Anglo-Saxon attitudes: in search of the origins of English racism’, 
in European Review of History – Revue européenne d’Histoire 1/2 (1994), 143-156. 
99 Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica I 15, ed. and transl. Colgrave and Mynors, 52-53: ‘accensus minibus 
paganorum ignis iustas de sceleribus populi Dei ultiones expetiit, non illius inpar qui quondam a 
Chaldaeis succensus Hierosolymorum moenia, immo aedificia cuncta consumsit’. 
100 Howe, Migration and Mythmaking, 25. 
101 Idem, 11. 
102 Idem, 14-15. 
103 Thomas, The English and the Normans, 244. 
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such imagery was commonplace; subjugation was often described in more general terms as a result 

of weakness, lack of courage, and effeminacy, related to a lack of masculinity in the affairs of war. 

The long-flowing hair of the Anglo-Saxon nobility, as a token of luxury and effeminacy, was thus 

also linked to the conquest of England by the Normans in 1066 by among others the ‘Anglo-

Normans’ Orderic Vitalis, William of Malmesbury and the Anglo-Saxon Eadmer.104 But it was 

especially drunkenness which was once more evoked as the cause of England’s conquest by the 

Normans.  

The strength of the myth-symbol complex of chosenness, subjugation and drunkenness is 

particularly evident in light of the fact that monks of both Anglo-Saxon and Norman ethnicity were 

ready to scourge the sins of the Anglo-Saxons as a factor for their subjugation shortly after the 

conquest. The D version of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, for example, states that God gave victory to 

the French because of the sins of the English.105 Morality was, according to William of Malmesbury, 

in a deplorable state on the eve of the Norman Conquest.106 Just as the fifth-century British king 

Vortigern had been given to debauchery, prostitutes and laziness on the eve of the Anglo-Saxon 

migration, so Anglo-Saxon boozing had caused their loss on the battlefield: 

  

So the leaders on both sides, in high spirits, drew up their lines of battle, each in the traditional 

manner. The English – so I have heard – spent a sleepless night in song and wassail, and in the 

morning moved without delay against the enemy. (…) The Normans on the other hand spent the 

whole night confessing their sins, and in the morning made their communion.107  

 

The message here is clear: whereas the Normans purged themselves from their sins before entering 

into battle, the Anglo-Saxons wallowed in their customary vice. (At the end of the twelfth century, 

Wace elaborated on this by stating that ‘the English were very happy and there was much laughter 

and merriment. They ate and drank all night long and that night they never went to bed. You could 

see them moving about a great deal, dancing, jumping up and down, and singing.’)108 As William of 

                                                      
104 Fenton, Gender, Nation and Conquest, 119-120; Platelle, ‘Le Problème du Scandale’, 1071-1096; 
Stafford, ‘Meanings of Hair’, 153-171; Bartlett, ‘Symbolic Meanings of Hair’, 43-60.  
105 Thomas, The English and the Normans, 252. 
106 Wormald also notes that William of Malmesbury and Orderic Vitalis wrote that ‘it was the sins of the 
English which had brought their drastic punishment upon them, and the Normans who had been its 
instrument’; cf. Wormald, ‘Engla Lond’, 17. 
107 William of Malmesbury, Gesta regum Anglorum II 241-242, ed. and transl. Mynors, Thomson and 
Winterbottom, vol. 1, 452-455: ‘Ita utrimque animosi duces disponunt aties, patrio quisque ritu. Angli, ut 
accepimus, totam noctem insomnem cantibus potibusque ducentes, mane incunctanter in hostem 
procedunt. (…) Contra Normanni, nocte tota confessioni peccatorum uacantes, mane Dominico corpori 
communicarunt.’ Cf. Fritz Kemmler, ‘Facts and Fictions – The Norman Conquest’, in Barbara Korte and 
Ralf Schneider (eds), War and the Cultural Construction of Identities in Britain (Amsterdam 2002), 39- 
60, here at 42.  
108 According to Glyn S. Burgess and Elisabeth M.C. van Houts, The History of the Norman People: 
Wace’s Roman de Rou (Woodbridge 2004), 173 note 258, Wace goes on to use a number of words to 
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Malmesbury continues, the Anglo-Saxons shouted a number of wassails, keeping the cup coming, in 

accordance with their custom. This wassailing was accompanied by a whole array of vices. The 

clergy could barely mumble the words of the sacraments; monks ridiculed their rule with luxurious 

clothing and dining; the noblemen spent their mornings in bed with their wives instead of attending 

mass, and oppressed the poor. Many noblemen got their maids pregnant (presumably in the 

afternoons and evenings) and then sold them off to the brothel. The common people were being 

exploited for money (as Henry of Avranches writes), although it was ‘ingrained in that nation to dote 

on wassail rather than wealth’.109 In short, England had turned into a Gomorra, and its inhabitants 

were in a constant state of drunkenness.110 ‘Drinking in company was a universal practice, and in 

this passion they made no distinction between night and day. In small, mean houses they wasted 

their entire substance, unlike the French and the Normans, who in proud great buildings live a life of 

moderate expense.’111 Because of their drunkenness, they were sapped of masculine virility. The 

result was their lack of proficiency on the battlefield, which William explains in terms of their 

temperament. In their drunkenness, ‘there was more rashness and headlong fury than military skill in 

their conflict with William [the Conqueror], so that in one battle – and a very easy one – they 

abandoned themselves and their country to servitude. For hot blood has no staying power; whatever 

it starts with a rush fails or is suppressed.’112  

     The very same argument of drunkenness, though this time captured in prophetic terms, is also 

employed by Henry of Huntingdon in his History of the English, which ends in 1154. Discussing the 

so-called prophecy of Dunstan, Henry relates that ‘a certain man of God, too, proclaimed to them 

that because of the enormity of their crimes – for they were not only at all times bent on slaughter 

and treachery, but also continually given over to drunkenness and the neglect of the Lord’s house – 

an unforeseen lordship would come over them from France.’113 Had not Edward the Confessor, 

shortly before his death, suffered a prophetic nightmare, known as the ‘green tree prophecy’, in 

                                                                                                                                                            
describe the English toasts, such as weisseil, laticome, drincheheil, drinc, hindrewart; these, according to 
Woledge, were used to convey the babbling of foreigners by Wace.  
109 William of Malmesbury, Gesta regum Anglorum III 245, ed. and transl. Mynors, Thomson and 
Winterbottom, vol. 1, 458-459: ‘magis ingenitum sit illi genti commesationibus quam opibus inhiare’. 
110 Thomas, The English and the Normans, 253. 
111 William of Malmesbury, Gesta regum Anglorum III 245, ed. and transl. Mynors, Thomson and 
Winterbottom, vol. 1, 458-459: ‘Potabatur in commune ab omnibus, in hoc studio noctes perinde ut dies 
perpetuantibus. Paruis et abiectis domibus totos absumebant sumptus, Francis et Normannis absimiles, 
qui amplis et superbis edifitiis modicas expensas agunt.’ 
112 Idem: ‘Magis temeritate et furore precipitin quam scientia military Willelmo congress, uno prelio et 
ipso perfacili seruituti se patriamque pessumdederint. Nichil enim leuius, sed quicquid cum impetus 
inchoat, cito desinit vel compescitur.’  
113 Henry of Huntingdon, Historia Anglorum VI 1, ed. and transl. Greenway, 338-339: ‘Predixit etiam eis 
quidam vir Dei, quod ex scelerum suorum inmanitate, non solum quia semper cedi et prodicioni 
studebant, verum etiam quia semper ebrietati et negligentie domus Domini dediti errant, eis insperatum a 
Francia aduenturum dominium.’ See also Huntingdon, page 75, for similar remarks about God’s wrath 
regarding the Britons, who lived in prosperity, ‘casting off Christ’s easy yoke and subjecting their necks 
to drunkenness, enmity, dispute, strife, envy, and other similar acts of wickedness.’ God subsequently 
sent the Scots and Picts; cf. Thomas, The English and the Normans, 75-77; 243. 
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which God, because of the sins of the clergy, would deliver the country into the hands of the 

devil?114 Once more, the theme is that of moral decay leading to conquest.115  

 

In this rhetoric, the conquest of England was thus attributed to the immoral behaviour of its 

inhabitants, and not so much to the superior qualities of its victors. As a result, as John Freedman has 

pointed out, the Anglo-Saxons, ‘found wanting in military emergency’ were identified with 

serfdom.116 In this sense, the conquest of Britain is set in a different rhetoric from the English 

conquest of Ireland or Wales. As an early form of imperialism, these conquests too were justified by 

the use of stereotypes, as discussed extensively by among others Rees Davies, John Gillingham, and 

recently James Muldoon.117 However, the Irish and Welsh were depicted as inferior, barbarous 

peoples desperately lacking culture and religion, whose political and cultural domination by the 

superior Anglo-Normans was thus morally justified. The conquest of England, on the other hand, 

was an internal moral affair between the inhabitants of the blessed isle, and God. This could, in a 

reversal of fate, equally result in God’s intervention on behalf of the English, as is the case in 

accounts of the civil revolt against Henry II in 1173-1174. Here, the rebels were aided by the king of 

France and Flemish knights. (Notably, the role of the Normans in the rebellion was, as Hugh 

Thomas remarks, ignored.) Rebels, represented as foreign invaders, were quashed by God’s hand, as 

in Jordan Fantosme’s chronicle:  

 

Soon you might hear shouting very loud 

Between Flemings from Flanders and French and Pohier: 

‘We have not come to this country to dwell  

But to destroy king Henry the old warrior 

And to have his wool, which we desire.’ 

Lords, that is the truth: the most were weavers 

They did not know how to bear arms like knights. 

But for this they had come, to have gain and war 

     For there is no place on earth more hospitable than St. Edmunds. 

Now listen, lord barons, to God’s great vengeance 

                                                      
114 Thomas, The English and the Normans, 56. 
115 Idem, 252-253. A further notion circulating was the idea that a wretched sin could stain generations, 
God’s vengeance being wreaked upon the descendants who were the hereditary bearers of the mark of sin. 
Eadmer thus relates the English’ defeat at Hastings at the hands of God as a result of divine anger at the 
murder of Edward the Martyr in 978. Thomas, The English and the Normans, 245. 
116 Freedman, Images of the Medieval Peasant, 110. Thomas, The English and the Normans, 102, 250; 
Van Caeneghem, Birth of English Common Law 55, 96. 
117 Davies, Domination and Conquest, 20-3; Gillingham, The English in the Twelfth Century, especially 
chapters 1 and 3, and ‘Images of Ireland, 1170-1600’; 16-22; and further references in chapter 8 note 53.  
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Which he poured down on Flemings and the people of France.118 

 

The bond between God and the island inhabitants would continue to be tested in the twelfth and 

thirteenth centuries. Of the battle of Sandwich, Ralph of Coggeshall writes that ‘God smote the 

heads of his enemies who were coming to scatter the English people’.119 In the poem on the Second 

Battle of Lincoln in 1217, a fourfold madness leads God first to punish England’s pride; afterwards 

however, England, whose tears for John’s death brought forth strength, ‘drew victorious swords by 

the divine will’.120 Research on the political poems written during the Hundred Years War will 

undoubtedly uncover countless further examples of such rhetoric.  

 

The fate of the people 

Besides determining the outcome on the battle field, the bond between God and the English people 

could further be tried and tested in direct relation to the mother church, the papacy and the ruling 

dynasty. The rhetoric was applied precisely so in one of the pivotal episodes of this period, 

following the rift in relations between the mother church and the papacy during King John’s reign 

between 1207 and 1213. Here, the ‘innate’ sins of the English people are held directly responsible 

for the papal interdict imposed on England in 1208. 

The fissure leading to the interdict followed a dispute over the election of Cardinal Stephen 

Langton as archbishop of Canterbury, an appointment which King John refused to accept, partly on 

the grounds that Langton’s loyalty lay with the Capetian monarchy.121 In 1208, an interdict was 

pronounced by pope Innocent III, denying the King’s subjects access to the sacraments. The 
                                                      
118 Jordan Fantosme, Chronicle 99-109, ed. Johnston (Oxford 1981), 72-73: ‘Tost I purrïez oïr e bien en 
halt crier / Entre Flamens de Flandres e Franceis e Puier: / “Nus n’eimes pas en cest païs venuz pur 
sujorner, / Me spur lu rei destruire, Henri, le vielz guerrier, / E pur aver sa leine, dunt avum desirier.” / 
Seignurs, ço est la verité: li plus furent telier, / ne sevent porter armes a lei de chevalier, / Mes pur ço 
furent venuz, pur aver guain e guerre, / Kar n’ad meillur vïandier de Saint Edmund en terre’; cf. Bartlett, 
The Making of Europe, 114; Thomas, The English and the Normans, 325-326. Similar remarks were 
made by Gervase of Canterbury: ‘Flemish wolves envying English abundance had left their natural 
endeavour, namely the business of weaving, and boasted of seizing England.’ The rapid transference of 
this image from the Flemish to the English, again points to the mercurial nature of some of the ethnic 
images in this period. Gervase of Canterbury, Historical Works of Gervase of Canterbury, ed. Stubbs, 
vol. 1, 246: ‘Flandrenses lupi Anglicanae copiae ab olim invidentes, naturali negotio textoria scilicet arte 
dimissa, Anglia se jam cepisse jactitabant’; transl. Thomas, The English and the Normans, 326; Bartlett, 
The Making of Europe, 114-116, who mentions Gerald of Wales more positive appraisal of the Flemish as 
a ‘brave and robust people, but very hostile to the Welsh and in a perpetual state of conflict with them. 
They are highly skilled in the wool trade, ready to work hard and to face danger by land or sea in the 
pursuit of gain, and, as time and opportunity offer, prompt to turn their hand to the sword or the 
ploughshare’; cf. Itinerarium Kambriae I 11, ed. Dimock, vol. 6, 83: ‘Gens fortis et robusta, continuoque 
belli conflictu gens Kambrensibus inimicissima; gens, inquam, lanificiis, gens mercimoniis usitatissima; 
quocunque labore sive periculo terra marique lucrum quaerere gens pervalida; vicissim loco et tempore 
nunc ad aratrum, nunc ad arma, gens promptissima.’; transl. Thorpe, The Journey Through Wales, 141-
142. 
119 Ralph of Coggeshall, Radulphi de Coggeshall Chronicon Anglicanum, ed. Stevenson, 185; quote 
from Thomas, The English and the Normans, 339-340.  
120 Wright, Political Songs, 19-27; Thomas, The English and the Normans, 340.  
121 Ralph V. Turner, King John (London and New York 1994), 157-174. 
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following year John was excommunicated, while Stephen Langton lived in exile on the Continent. 

Finally, the conflict was resolved in July 1213; England became a vassal state of the pope. Langton 

immediately crossed the Channel and travelled to St Paul’s in London, where he delivered a sermon 

to the barons justifying the papal policy on August 25, 1213.122 The political significance of this 

sermon was huge, for it served as a justification of the church interdict. As such, it directly struck at 

the relations between the monarchy, the church and people of England.123  

     Although the sermon is conserved in relatively simple Latin, it must be noted that whether it was 

actually delivered in Latin or in the vernacular is a matter of debate. In the case of Langton, evidence 

seems to point to the practice that sermons to the laity were preached in the vernacular but written 

down, probably during or afterwards, in Latin.124 We know that it was delivered in front of a large 

crowd. In it, Langton directly argues that the interdict had been caused by the vices of gluttony and 

drunkenness:  

 

The English are burdened with the weight of numerous sins, but they are especially weighed 

down by two which sink them into the basest of things: gluttony and drunkenness. These two 

vices reign strongest in England, and it is the nature of the English to drink to wassail.125 

 

As a people, the English were incited to reform. However, Langton indicates that English drinking is 

passed down from father to son, as had Peter of Celle and John of Salisbury. Adam’s gluttony 

banished him from Paradise, yet his children continued to wallow in vice:  

 

These two, gluttony and drunkenness, rule in us English; but in order that these are abandoned, 

we set forth an example how to flee from them. You have heard that certain diseases are passed 

by heredity to the progeny and derivate from father to son, as in the case of gout. If however the 

father would suffer from one such illness and would know to die from that, would not his son 

fear that very disease and in every way take precautions not to be struck by this hereditary 

disease? I am wrong when I think that he would not take precautions. Our father, Adam of 

                                                      
122 George Lacombe, ‘An Unpublished Document on the Great Interdict (1207-1213), in Catholic 
Historical Review 15 (1929/1930) 408-420, here at 409; Baldwin, Masters, Princes, and Merchants, vol. 
1, 27. The manuscripts containing sermons preached to a lay audience sometimes contain the rubric ad 
populum, as is the case in the sermon preached by Langton in August 1213. See Phyllis Barzillay Roberts, 
Studies in the Sermons of Stephen Langton (Toronto 1968), 47. 
123 Thomas, The English and the Normans, 305. 
124 Roberts, Sermons of Stephen Langton, 52. 
125 Selected Sermons of Stephen Langton, Phyllis B. Roberts (ed.), Sermon II 7: ‘Sarcinas innumeras 
peccatorum gerunt Anglicani, sed duabus proprie specialiter deprimuntur quibus descendunt ad infima: 
hee sunt ingluvies et ebrietas. Hec duo vicia maxime regnant in Anglia, et est Anglorum proprietas bibere 
ad verseil.’ 
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course, was banished from Paradise because of his gluttony, but the sons do not fear what 

brought the father to fall ill.126  

 

Because the English continue to indulge in these vices, they ‘subject themselves to their Lord’s 

judgment and judge themselves worthy of the punishment of traitors. Drunkenness is the rope by 

which we are bound; gluttony is the vice for which we are reputed to be traitors.’127  

Stephen Langton had been trained as a theologian in Paris in the circle of Peter the Chanter, as 

had Gerald of Wales and Raoul of Ardent. Both these men had also remarked upon the ‘heredity’ of 

ethnic vice; it is tempting to surmise that this had been the subject of particular discussions within 

this circle of theologians in Paris. Although the controversy between the monarchy and the papacy 

centred on the issue who was empowered to elect the archbishop of Canterbury, Langton in his 

address to the barons thus embeds an ethnic cultural custom in his exemplification of the moral state 

of affairs. It is the shared custom of the laity, the communal wassailing – often ridiculed in Latin 

poetry and vernacular prose, but more importantly often performed in taverns and at dining tables – 

which thus decided the fate of the English people, the monarchy, and the English Church, according 

to Langton. Taking into account the considerable effects the interdict would have had on the 

community – being denied access to the sacraments – and the direct relationship drawn between its 

sins and these events, Langton’s address would surely have evoked a deep sense of community, and 

responsibility, among those present. 

*** 

Although power flowed from God, and the people were supposed to be guided and protected by their 

divinely appointed prince, within the triad God-king-people the sinful behaviour of an ethnic group, 

as a chosen people, might thus be viewed as determining the outcome of events, incurring God’s 

wrath. In this sense ethnic character might be a strong determinant for interpreting the fate of a 

community, as it explained pivotal events in a people’s history. In this chapter, we have seen that 

such ethnic sins might even be explained as character traits inherited from the Fall. However, these 

images were dictated by Church men; for Anglo-Saxon serfs or merchants, communal wassailing 

might have been a cultural custom simply to enjoy. 

                                                      
126 Ibid: ‘Hec duo, gula et ebrietas, in nobis Anglicis principantur; set ut illa recedant de cetero 
exemplum proponemus ipsa fugiendi. Audistis quod quedam infirmitates iure hereditario transfunduntur 
in posteros et a patribus in filios deriuantur, ut est pedum egritudo. Si autem pater alicuius tali morbo 
laboraret et eodem cogente moreretur, none filius eius morbum illum formidaret et modis omnibus 
precaueret ne in hereditarium caderet egritudinem? Fallor si non sibi precaueret. Pater noster, scilicet 
Adam, per gulam eiectus est de paradise, set morbum quo pater cecidit filii non formidant.   
127 Ibid: ‘Et ita domini sui se subicientes iuditio, dignos se iudicant supplicio traditorum. Ebrietas est 
vinculum quo ligamur, ingluvies est vicium pro quo pro proditoribus reputamur.’ 
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Conclusion 
 

Modernists writing about the Middle Ages generally tend to minimize the existence of concepts of 

ethnicity in this period. Ethnic stereotypes are termed expressions of primitive xenophobia in a 

society bound together by vassallic loyalty to ruling dynasties.1 Only with the rise of print capitalism 

was ethnic consciousness ‘nationalized’. Instead, regional identities were strong, and territories and 

peoples demarcated unsystematically, upon which virtues and vices were grafted at random. In the 

Middle Ages, according to Joep Leerssen, crude ethnocentrism reigned, employing cartoonesque 

images of ethnic character.2  

However, as this study demonstrates, although not embedded in a political ideology, the notion 

that members of ethnic groups shared characteristics, including innate mental traits, was certainly 

not an empty concept in the Middle Ages. The elite entertained rather elaborate notions of ethnicity 

related to sin, the Fall, but also medical knowledge. As such ethnicity was not something simply 

forced upon a passive people by a political body, but a relevant reference point for the literate, 

reflecting social and cultural values. 

Before the twelfth century, ethnic images represented the ‘core essence’ of peoples; Isidore of 

Seville’s sixth-century etymologies of ethnic groups drew from their supposed character traits. 

Images of ethnicity were strongly tied to geography and territory, yet set within a religious 

framework. Europe might be represented as a blessed, sweet plot of land where Christendom had set 

foot. Geography, as we have seen, was the stage for the expansion of mankind across the ecumene, 

from the Orient to the Occident.3 In medieval thought, events unfolding were explained as signs of 

God’s judgment and wrath as a result (usually) of mankind’s sins: avarice, simony, lust, arrogance. 

Such sinful behaviour was certainly not viewed as the exclusive domain of the religious other, such 

as Muslims, Jews or (to a degree) Greeks, but also of ethnic groups within Christendom.  

Contrary to current beliefs, lists of ethnic vices and vices compiled before the twelfth century 

were not arbitrary, jumbled catalogues reflective of a lack of systematic categorization, as Michel 

Foucault once stated.4 They must not be viewed as simple ‘folk taxonomies’. Nor were they merely 

cognitive tools produced from a desire to bring order to the surrounding world in an oral world. 

Instead, these lists served as ethical meditative tools for monks to ruminate the diversity and history 

of mankind from an eschatological perspective. The notion of ethnic or national character in lists did 

not thus, in my opinion, evolve as a ‘fundamental characteristic’ in early modern comparative 

classification schemas, as these lists, dating back to at least the ninth century, should be seen as 

                                                      
1 Zientara, ‘Nationale Strukturen’, 304. 
2 Leerssen, National Thought, 26. 
3 Dalché, Géographie et culture, 281.  
4 Foucault, The Order of Things, xviii.  
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monastic tools of introspection. Nor are these lists of ethnic groups an unsystematic mishmash which 

subsequently evolved into recognizable fixed patterns. They followed a geographical order from 

East to West – cataloguing the diversity of humanity in accordance with peoples’ roles and moral 

dispositions, in the history from creation to the end of time. Such moral catalogues of peoples’ 

mental qualities epitomize the very opposite of ethnocentrism or utterances of ethnic hatred – they 

served to introspectively ponder ethnic dispositions, including one’s own sinful disposition. Their 

urgency flowed from their eschatological context – the belief in the world’s imminent end brought 

eternal damnation or acceptance. Such ruminations were religiously, not politically, induced, 

although the Holy Roman Empire was expected to fulfil a specific role in the advent of the last days. 

In addition, the extensive attention paid to ethnic vices partly resulted from a condemnation of 

collective sinful behaviour, which was viewed as a determinant of the destiny of peoples in terms of 

prosperity or adversity in war. Religious values should thus not be viewed separately from ethnic; 

ethnic groups assigned themselves distinct roles in the Christian history of salvation.  

From the end of the eleventh century, the religious significance of ethnic character was 

supplemented with the classical theory that environment was a determinant of mental disposition and 

physical appearance. Although familiarity with the theory was restricted initially to intellectuals able 

to read Latin medical treatises, who had usually studied at universities, the influence of climate 

theory gained steady ground in the twelfth century in thinking about ethnicity. At the end of the 

century Benoît of St Maure already evoked this theory in his vernacular Chronicles; from the early 

thirteenth century, it was enmeshed in the popular encyclopaedic On the Properties of Things, 

written for mendicants as an aid in their efforts to preach to laymen. An unanswered question here is 

whether these friars subsequently spread knowledge of this theory in their sermons to the lay people, 

and possibly applied it in their dealings with peoples on the fringes of Europe, when determining 

their approach and strategies.  

The ethnocentric tenets of classical climate theory – which was first developed in ancient Greece 

– determined that the Mediterranean region was the most temperate climate, which produced 

balanced humoural dispositions. Accordingly, Greeks and Romans were considered to be intelligent 

and culturally refined urbanites. With the re-emergence of this theory in the twelfth century, 

intellectuals in North-West Europe took pains to emphasize their own beneficial environment in the 

north-west – which in ancient times was viewed as a cold and rather backward area. In order to do so 

they engaged in a bit of climatic engineering. At the same time geography, environment, religion and 

notions of civilization started to overlap with the Christianization of Europe, the widening reach of 

the papacy and efforts of the Church to penetrate more deeply into the religious practices of the 

inhabitants of Western Europe. A growing notion developed that the geography of the West offered 

a stage for Christianity, that the two went hand in hand, and that this was a temperate region 

inhabited, in its core, by white, civilized peoples. Moreover, some intellectuals began to explain 

physiological differences as the fall-out of original sin. The ‘scientific’ humoural and climate theory 

was thus infused with religious-moral overtones.  
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At the same time, with the rise of the universities, royal bureaucracy and other developments of 

the twelfth-century ‘renaissance’, clerics studying in international milieus were exposed not only to 

people of various ethnic backgrounds, but also to new literary prescripts for stereotyping. In manuals 

of rhetoric, students were actively encouraged to stereotype, using topical images. Here we see the 

role of education passing down ‘formalized knowledge’ of views of the other. However, in the 

international communities employment of ethnic stereotypes might also alleviate tensions, as use of 

nasty ethnic jokes allowed students to let off steam. 

Within the larger framework of the heightened force of ecclesiastical normative prescriptive, 

came the burgeoning inclination to impose ‘civilizing notions’ on ethnic groups in the pursuit of a 

unified Christian Europe.5 This notion of embodying ‘civilization’ was appropriated notably by the 

Northern French, Normans, and Anglo-Normans within North-West Europe, serving as a convenient 

justification for the suppression and colonization of peoples and territories on the fringes of Europe: 

Ireland, the Scandinavian and Baltic North, regions inhabited by men who – from the greedy 

viewpoint of the core of civilized Europe – failed to steadily ascend the slippery rungs of civilization 

and true Christian devoutness.6 The ramification of the convergence of classical and patristic 

geographical concepts effected the belief that the heart of Western Europe: northern France, was the 

home of Christendom, chivalry and learning. Earlier, in the ninth century, Carolingian intellectuals 

had articulated the concept of the translatio imperii and studium, asserting that power and 

knowledge had migrated from East to West, from Athens, via Rome to France. In the twelfth century 

this concept was expanded to include the transfer of chivalry and wealth of commodities. It was 

undergirded climatologically as France, especially, was pictured as a sweet territory. 

The convergence of patristic and classical geography, ethnography and medicine also allowed a 

socio-evolutionary concept to converge with a religious drive to settle in pagan ‘promised lands’, 

divine plots whose inhabitants however remained poised on lower rungs of civilization – pastoral, 

meat-eating, milk-drinking lawless societies. In twelfth-century England, Anglo-Norman 

intellectuals such as William of Malmesbury and Gerald of Wales embraced an evolutionary concept 

– existing in eleventh-century Norman representations of Brittany – that English civilization had 

progressed from pastoral, via sedentary, agrarian societies, to urbanity. Monastic and clerical 

intellectuals thus offered a rhetoric to strengthen claims to Anglo-Norman settlement in Ireland, and 

colonization in the Baltic region.  

At least for intellectual clergymen and aristocracy, civilizing notions and the accompanying 

images of courtliness and chivalry vis-à-vis (pagan) barbarity presented a framework in which they 

could comfortably nestle. In addition, in courtly culture, churchmen and aristocrats were propagating 

and embracing the values of restraint, bravery and intelligence. In both Latin and vernacular texts, 

the nobility was presented a mirror reflecting behavioural ideals, which overlapped with images of 

                                                      
5 Davies, ‘The Peoples of Britain and Ireland 1100-1400. III Laws and Customs’, 17-18. 
6 Gillingham, The English in the Twelfth Century, 3-18. 
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ethnicity. In a social environment efforts to appropriate these ideals offered a passageway to the 

higher echelons of society, to upward mobility. Especially in Anglo-Norman England, where the 

growing demand for literate officials offered career opportunities for those of modest backgrounds, 

successfully adopting these values – presenting oneself as the ‘owner’ of these values – was 

something to aspire to. The evolving concept of ethnic character thus bore sufficient significance for 

Anglo-Norman court clerics to equate their courtliness to Englishness, or conversely, their 

Englishness to courtliness. The northern French, similarly, held chivalrous behaviour as synonymous 

to Frenchness.   

Although a unified Christendom might be the ideal, ‘supranational’ values of chivalry and 

courtliness might also inspire ethnicities to compete. Instead of fostering unity among its members, 

the universalistic ideal of Christendom might, thus, sharpen ethnic differences within the community 

of believers in twelfth-century Europe. Just as the gravitation towards unification within the 

European Union is accompanied by a proliferation of regional and national sentiments today, within 

twelfth-century Europe the ambitious program of the Church to take charge as the highest authority, 

both in religious and secular matters, aroused ethnic consciousness among especially its nobility and 

clergy, on the Crusades and at the schools and universities. These clerics were also active at the 

courts of France, England, and Germany, entertaining and edifying the secular powers and often 

contributing to political ideology.  

There is a huge vacuum between, on the one hand, modern national consciousness – an 

awareness and belief of belonging to a nation, occupying a historic territory, sharing historical 

memories and myths, a common culture, legal rights and duties and a national economy – and its 

nineteenth-century ideological stance of nationalism (according to which the nation, as a natural 

atom of human diversity, should be the prime focus of allegiance, and the nation converge with a 

self-determined sovereign state) and the idea that in medieval times ethnic stereotypes were mere 

expressions of a primitive ‘hatred’ of foreigners. This study offers a contribution to bridging this 

gap. If, among the elite – Latin intellectuals and possibly also the nobility – the idea of a natio or 

gens evoked notions of a shared past, geographical homeland, common customs and law, there was 

also awareness and belief that the elite shared cultural values, which might overlap a ‘collective 

ethnic character’.  

According to Susan Reynolds, medieval government relied upon the collective, and was partly 

dependent upon voluntary submission and loyalty to the monarchy. Territories were perceived to not 

only belong to kings but also to collective or corporate groups; there were mutual obligations, 

collective activities and customs. These collectives existed not only on a ‘national’ level, submitting 

to the ruling dynasty, but also on lower levels of regional authority. In local governance, the role of 

custom in common law practices likewise conjured up perceptions of ‘ancient and natural 

communities of common customs and descent’. This emphasis on common descent and foundational 

myths further helped to construct notions that the units of power were ‘natural’. As such, these 
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power structures were closely aligned with the ‘imagined community’.7 In this period the papacy 

was increasingly attempting to impose its power over secular authority; the ruling dynasties, 

entangled in processes of territorial expansion and bureaucratization, were at the same time 

extending their own power bases. Both the papacy and the monarchies of France and Germany, in 

this process, took recourse to the same kind of rhetoric of sacralisation of power.8 Within this 

process, the employment of ethnic stereotypes in the rhetoric of power could further bind common 

allegiances of the community to the structures of power, both internally and in bilateral relations. As 

such, although ethnic groups did not owe allegiance to the ethnie, but rather to ruling dynasties, still 

positive images of ethnicity, adopted by the elite, might be tied to notions of dynastic power.   

At the end of the thirteenth century, Thomas Aquinas re-postulated the Aristotelian idea that a 

people should, ideally, be governed by laws in accordance with its ethnic character. This is not to 

argue that in the twelfth century there existed any kind of notion that the nation – as an autonomous 

entity – had a ‘will’, as Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Herder believed in the eighteenth. On the 

contrary, ultimately, the overriding concept in medieval times was that the political fate of peoples 

was in God’s hand, with the king representing his power on earth. In the twelfth century, ethnic 

groups were not abstracted to the degree that the ethnic group could thus act with a ‘will’ of its own. 

Ethnic character denoted collectivity, sameness, based upon cultural and ‘biological’ ties, yet 

without political implications of sovereignty. Only in the second half of the thirteenth century would 

classical ideas being to reappear that the fatherland was not in heaven, but a political unit, here on 

earth. The shift of loyalty from a universal religious community to an ethnic group would have 

profound impact in the centuries to come. Nonetheless, even within Christianitas, ethnic sentiments 

and images remained a potent force, both vis-à-vis the other, and in relation to the inner self. 

  

                                                      
7 Reynolds, ‘Idea of the Nation’, 56-58. 
8 Kantorowizc, King’s Two Bodies, 193-194; Hoppenbrouwers, ‘Dynamics of National Identity’, 35-36. 
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Beelden van etniciteit in laat- 

middeleeuws Europa 
 

 

Duitse agressie, Engelse dronkenschap, Franse arrogantie – dergelijke hedendaagse, populistische 

clichés waren al in de Middeleeuwen gangbaar. In de twaalfde eeuw ontwikkelde zich, althans onder 

intellectuelen, een vastomlijnd idee dat groepen etnische eigenschappen deelden, zoals een 

volksaard, gebaseerd op een gemeenschappelijke afkomst. Vooroordelen over vreemde volkeren, 

maar ook over de eigen groep, kwamen tot uitdrukking in een voorheen ongekende explosie van 

etnische stereotypen. Menselijke diversiteit werd voorgesteld in meestal, hoewel niet uitsluitend, 

negatieve beelden van de ander. De twaalfde-eeuwse toename van etnische stereotypen, van uitingen 

van vooroordelen, trots, en morele afkeuring, zijn zowel een getuigenis als katalysator van een 

groeiend etnisch bewustzijn onder intellectuelen in Noordwest-Europa. Tegen de achtergrond van 

een toenemende mobiliteit, de ‘twaalfde-eeuwse renaissance’, en pogingen van het kerkelijke 

instituut om de denkwereld van Europa’s bevolkingsgroepen van christelijke geloofsbeginselen en –

waarden te doordesemen, onderzoekt deze studie het gebruik van etnische beelden in Noordwest-

Europa in de latere Middeleeuwen.1 Op welke gronden schreven de clerus en monniken mentale en 

fysieke eigenschappen toe aan etnische groepen? Meenden zij dat etnisch karakter aangeboren was, 

doorgegeven van generatie op generatie? Was deze vooronderstelling gegrond op een 

‘wetenschappelijke’ theorie of gestructureerde kennis dat mensen een volksaard zouden delen? Hoe 

relevant was het idee dat een volksaard bestond voor ideeën over etniciteit? Of waren zulke 

opmerkingen niet meer dan primitieve, emotionele uitdrukkingen van haat en xenofobie, zoals 

sommige mediëvisten als Carlrichard Brühl beweerden?2 

Deze studie stelt dat beelden van etniciteit vanaf de twaalfde eeuw ‘gebiologiseerd’ werden als 

gevolg van de opmars van de medische theorie over de humeuren en invloed van het klimaat in het 

Westen, door vertalingen van Arabische traktaten. In Noordwest-Europa – het nieuwe hart van 

macht en kennis – absorbeerden clerici en monniken dergelijke theorieën en pasten ze aan om het 

Noorden te herpositioneren als een regio waar de keur der mensheid werd geproduceerd: intelligente, 

dappere, blanke christenen die hun emoties in bedwang hielden. Maar, in tegenstelling tot het werk 

van sommige geleerden, benadrukt deze studie dat binnen het christendom de elite onder zichzelf de 

                                                      
1 Voor de toenemende afbakening van de grenzen van het christendom en categorisering van groepen zie, 
The Formation of a Persecuting Society. 
2 Brühl, Die Geburt zweier Völker, 275. 

http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=1/TTL=1/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=Geburt
http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=1/TTL=1/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=zweier
http://www.picarta.nl/DB=2.41/SET=1/TTL=1/CLK?IKT=4&TRM=Vo%CC%88lker
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competitie aanging om zich te presenteren als de ideale beschermers van het geloof, in plaats van 

eenheid uit te stralen. Evenzo werden etnische verschillen in de medische theorie door sommigen 

toegeschreven aan een zondige dispositie als gevolg van de zondeval, waarna bepaalde etnische 

karaktereigenschappen ‘erfelijk’ werden verklaard. In plaats van etnische stereotypen enkel als 

uitdrukkingen van primitieve haat te beschouwen, of als een direct product van 

staatsvormingsprocessen, onderzoekt deze studie de relevantie van etnische stereotypen in West-

Europese gemeenschappen vanuit een sociaal-cultureel perspectief, met het oog op hun waarde als 

beelden die mogelijke aanspraken ondersteunen op een sociale machtspositie binnen het 

christendom.  

In deze studie stel ik dat volksaard een relevant concept was in West-Europa vanaf de ‘lange 

twaalfde eeuw’, dat als een bestanddeel van etnische stereotypen uitdrukking kon geven aan ideeën 

over gedeelde etnische groepseigenschappen. Deze konden op hun beurt – in het licht van sociaal-

culturele normen –reputaties als een vorm van cultureel kapitaal smeden binnen een internationale 

context. Maar etnische stereotypen konden ook het onderwerp zijn van ethische introspectie. Door 

deze studie heen laat ik zien dat de ‘etnische’ neiging om voor bepaalde zonden te zwichten – als een 

‘etnische karaktereigenschap’ – gezien kon worden als een erfelijke vlek die de mens moest zien 

weg te poetsen. Deze menselijke vlek werd door sommige geleerden als een bepalende factor 

beschouwd in het proces bij groepen om het christendom te omarmen, maar ook in hun 

lotsgeschiedenis en de geschiedenis van de mensheid zelf.  

Deze studie bestaat uit drie afdelingen. Het eerste deel onderzoekt hoe de wetenschappelijke 

theorie (humeuren- en klimaattheorie) bijdroeg aan ideeën over volkskarakters in Noordwest-

Europa. De tweede afdeling behandelt de ontwikkeling van lijsten met volkseigenschappen die 

diversiteit reflecteren, en hun ethische, literaire en sociale benutting. Het derde deel bespreekt de 

aanwending van etnische stereotypen vanuit een sociaal-cultureel perspectief in de Franse, Duitse en 

Engelse gebieden.  

In hoofdstuk 1 dient franciscaner monnik Bartholomaeus Anglicus’ voorstelling van 

volkskarakters in zijn ‘bestseller’ Over de eigenschappen der dingen als uitgangspunt voor de 

overdracht van ‘wetenschappelijk’ en religieus-intellectueel denken over etnisch karakter. Graden 

van verchristelijking in kaart brengend, biedt zijn handboek, met zijn omschrijvingen van de 

volkeren, een uitvoerig naslagwerk voor franciscaner bedelmonniken op hun prekenmissies. In dit 

hoofdstuk plaats ik Bartholomaeus’ etnisch-religieuze beelden op een oost-west as, die voor 

intellectuelen een herkenbare betekenis had. Het Oosten, de wieg van de mensheid en locatie van het 

Paradijs, vertegenwoordigde verleden en toekomst – met de apocalyptische verwachting dat het 

hemelse Jeruzalem daar zou neerdalen aan het einde der tijden. Twee andere concepten plaatsen 

etnische groepen eveneens langs de oost-west as: het idee onder sommige intellectuelen dat het einde 

der tijden zou aanbreken als het christendom de verste uithoeken van het Westen had bereikt; en het 

translatieconcept, voor het eerst gearticuleerd aan het hof van Karel de Grote maar in de twaalfde 

eeuw uitgebreid, waarin kennis, macht, en hoofsheid (alsook commerciële producten) vanuit het 
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Oosten naar het Westen waren overgebracht, van Athene, via Rome naar Parijs, zowel in tijd als 

ruimte. Ik stel dat in deze periode West-Europa, in het bijzonder Noord-Frankrijk, gepresenteerd 

werd als het nieuwe hart van de christelijke beschaving. In de bijbelse traditie werden de noordelijke 

rafelranden echter als beloofde landen van melk en honing voorgesteld, regio’s waar de kerstening 

nog altijd gaande was, waarvan de bewoners echter semi-heidense barbaren waren die de 

opbrengsten van hun land verkwanselden. Als volger van de traditie neemt Bartholomaeus vaak 

beelden over van oudere bronnen als Orosius en Isidorus van Sevilla – een invloedrijk doorgeefluik 

van klassieke stereotypen. In deze traditie worden etnische namen etymologisch verklaard, door 

verwijzing naar de mythologische stichter van de groep, geografische kenmerken of hun volksaard 

(bijvoorbeeld Thuringer komt van durus, hardheid). Dit weerspiegelt het idee dat woorden de 

‘essentie’ van dingen reflecteren.  

In hoofdstuk 2 wordt Noordwest-Europa – in zijn eigen ogen het nieuwe hart van macht en 

kennis – op een noord-zuid as geplaatst. Aan het einde van de elfde eeuw wordt de antieke Griekse 

klimaattheorie opnieuw geïntroduceerd door vertalingen van Arabische medische teksten in het 

Latijn. In de traditionele klimaattheorie – die fysieke en geestelijke eigenschappen verklaart als 

zijnde onderhevig aan omgevingsinvloeden zoals het klimaat – waren de inwoners van Noord-

Europa – een koud gebied – woest en barbaars. Door de culturele en economische verschuiving van 

het Mediterrane gebied naar Noord-Europa, getroostten intellectuelen zich moeite – eerst 

geestelijken in Anglo-Normandisch Engeland, en vanaf de vroege dertiende eeuw bedelmonniken op 

het vasteland – om het Noorden voor te stellen als een gebied met een gematigd klimaat. Immers, 

een heilzame omgeving zou intelligentie veroorzaken, en in algemene zin als voorwaarde gelden 

voor een beschaafdere cultuur. Om een milder klimaat te creëren draaiden sommige intellectuelen 

zoals Bartholomaeus Anglicus hun hand er niet voor om het klimaat in theorie een beetje aan te 

passen, een papieren opwarming van de aarde. Vooral het milieu van Parijs, als centrum van studie, 

werd voorgesteld als bijzonder heilzaam, in overeenstemming met het concept van de verhuizing van 

kennis van het Oosten naar het Westen. De verste noordelijke uithoeken werden juist als extreem 

koud voorgesteld, en hun inwoners door Bartholomaeus Anglicus en Albertus Magnus als 

flegmatisch bestempeld. 

Met de terugkeer van klimaattheorie en de overvloed aan traktaten over de humeuren – die het 

temperament en sommige fysieke eigenschappen van de mens zouden bepalen – werden etnische 

verschillen in toenemende mate ‘gebiologiseerd’, naast verklaringen op grond van culturele, 

linguïstische en genealogische factoren. In hoofdstuk 3, het laatste van de eerste afdeling, onderzoek 

ik de implicaties die de terugkeer van klimaattheorie hadden voor de vraag in hoeverre volksaard als 

iets onveranderlijks of fluïde beschouwd werd, aangeboren of aan verandering onderhevig door 

omgevingsfactoren. Hoewel een humorale complexie in potentie veranderingen onderging als een 

mens naar een ander klimaat verhuisde, stond de mate van verandering aan etnocentrische percepties 

bloot. Tegen het einde van de periode die ik onderzoek, ontstond het idee dat etnische groepen een 

vast bepaalde humorale complexie hadden. Bovendien raakte de mate waarin een individu in staat 
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was om zijn ‘aangeboren’ volksaard te veranderen verweven met religieuze ideeën. Zo is er in de 

twaalfde eeuw enige discussie of de erfzonde ziekte en een melancholisch temperament 

veroorzaakte.  Guibert van Nogent en Gerald van Wales meenden dat ketterijen verrezen doordat de 

duivel slinks misbruik maakte van de door klimaat beïnvloede aard van groepen. Uiteindelijk werden 

etnische groepen in middeleeuws-religieus denken aangespoord om hun aangeboren ondeugden te 

ontstijgen en het christendom te omhelzen. Het christelijke geloof schreef zelfs verplichte 

veranderlijkheid voor, in een verlichaamde taal van wedergeboorte in Christus, waardoor men een 

christelijke ‘essentie’ zou verkrijgen. Maar tegelijk werd de mogelijkheid tot verandering aan 

sommige groepen ontzegd, zoals joden.  

Het tweede deel onderzoekt de functie en productie van lijsten die etnische eigenschappen en 

menselijke diversiteit catalogiseren. Dit gebeurt vanuit een religieus, literair en sociaal-cultureel 

perspectief. Hoofdstuk 4 behandelt de vroegste lijstjes, die eerst verschijnen in een negende-eeuwse 

kloosterlijke omgeving in Noord-Spanje. Deze lijstjes, die etnische ondeugden en in sommige 

gevallen ook deugden opsommen, dienden als ethische, contemplatieve handvaten in een 

eschatologische context, de monniken uitnodigend om de zondes en deugden van mensen te 

overpeinzen in het licht van het tijdelijke. In plaats van met de vinger naar de ander te wijzen, waren 

deze lijsten voor introspectie bedoeld. Van het Oosten naar het Westen koersend weerspiegelen de 

lijsten, die de stereotiepe deugden en ondeugden opsommen, de rol van etnische groepen in de 

geschiedenis van de mensheid, daar zij deugdelijk gedrag, en ten slotte het christendom, konden 

omarmen of verwerpen.  

Vanaf de twaalfde eeuw, met de groeiende bureaucratie in het Westen, de opkomst van de 

universiteiten, en de studie van klassieke literatuur, worden de lijstjes ook in gedichten opgenomen. 

Zulke lijstjes gaan ook vermeende culturele gewoontes vermelden, die meer in overeenstemming 

met de contemporaine wereld zijn, zoals eet- en drinkgewoonten. Ook wordt meer verwezen naar 

contemporaine territoriale eenheden en etnische groepen, zoals dat van Vlaanderen. Hoofdstuk 5 

behandelt etnische stereotypen en de opkomst van literaire productie vanaf de vroege twaalfde eeuw. 

In de bloeiende onderwijscentra oefenden klerken zich in poëziecompositie beïnvloed door verse 

handboeken van retorica, die nadrukkelijk de aanwending van etnische stereotypen voorschreven, 

door gebruik van algemene zegswijzen. Het gebruik van gemeenplaatsen was nodig voor succesvolle 

omschrijving en compositie, aangezien zulke beelden een snaar zouden raken in de verbeelding van 

mensen. Deze onderwijshandboeken waren zelf ook verzamelplaatsen van stereotypen, die de 

studenten leerden om gemeenplaatsen te gebruiken – een getuigenis van de sterke invloed die 

onderwijs heeft op het voortleven van topoi, die in onderwijsteksten omgezet worden in ‘officiële’ 

kennis. Op zulke wijze kon het idee van een volksaard – dat de ingewikkeldheden van individuele 

gedrags- en mentale eigenschappen buiten beschouwing laat – een praktisch doel dienen in literaire 

compositie. Deze stereotypen in literaire teksten waren meer losgezongen van de kloosterlijke 

ethiek, hoewel ze soms nog de oost-west koers handhaven, en uiteindelijk ook een moreel doel 

dienden.  
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De clerus die het artes-programma volgde in de internationale gemeenschappen van Bologna, 

Parijs en elders, werd tijdens colleges, in de handboeken en in de bellettrie blootgesteld aan etnische 

stereotypen. In de elfde eeuw werd het satiregenre populair onder geestelijken die de klassieke 

literatuur bestudeerden. De clerus ging nu ook Rome’s hebzucht en de corruptie binnen de Kerk 

aanvallen. Deze studenten werden ook aan elkaar blootgesteld – jonge mannen van verschillende 

afkomst kwamen uit heel Europa bijeen. In een nog steeds overwegend orale maatschappij – vaak 

het toneel van een verbale strijd waarin leden publiekelijk beschuldigd en in hun hemd werden gezet 

– namen studenten deel aan scheldpartijen waarvan de inzet de ridiculisering van de etnische 

eigenschappen van de ander was. Hoofdstuk 6 bespreekt het gebruik van stereotypen in verbale 

steekpartijen vanuit een sociaal-cultureel perspectief. Men lanceerde aanvallen op de ‘essentie’ van 

groepen, waarbij etnische namen bespot werden. Agressieve vormen van humor kwamen aan het 

oppervlak – de ander daarbij als moreel inferieur wegzettend – met hoongelach en nawijzen. Maar 

hoewel etnische grappen als agressieve verbale aanvallen beschouwd kunnen worden – die 

uitdrukking gaven aan etnisch bewustzijn en dit ook versterkten onder de leden van de gemeenschap 

– kon het inclusieve karakter van de stereotypen ook spanningen wegnemen in de internationale 

gemeenschap, intieme banden scheppend, als een vorm van gedisciplineerde agressie.  

De laatste afdeling van deze studie behandelt de relevantie van etnische stereotypen als een 

middel om zich aantrekkelijke sociale waarden toe te eigenen, als een vorm van cultureel kapitaal. 

Hoofdstuk 7 bespreekt de wijze waarop de klassieke stereotype van de razende Duitser gespiegeld 

werd door de Franse toe-eigening van het beeld van de hoofse ridder – als ideaal lid van de militia 

Dei – beschermers van de Kerk. In plaats van uit te gaan van het idee dat de idealen van een 

universalistisch christendom tot eenheid leidden onder de westerse adel, kon er wel degelijk 

competitie ontstaan in de kruistochtbeweging, tussen mannen die zich de geïdealiseerde 

eigenschappen van de christelijke adel wensten toe te eigenen. Deze toe-eigening bespreek ik tegen 

de achtergrond van de opkomst van de preudomme, de edele man die moedig is maar zijn emoties in 

bedwang houdt door middel van de rede. Ervan uitgaand dat stereotypen een vorm van kapitaal 

kunnen zijn, kunnen de eigenschappen van de Franse preudomme tegenover die van de klassieke 

stereotype van de furor Teutonicus gezet worden. Daarmee werd de Duitsers hun aanspraak op 

beschermers van de christelijke gemeenschap ontnomen. Monniken William van Malmesbury en 

Guibert van Nogent hebben deze verschillen zelfs verklaard door middel van de klimaattheorie, 

stellend dat het Franse gebied het beste toegerust was om kruisvaarders voort te brengen. 

Evenzo behandelt hoofdstuk 8 hoe de Anglo-Normandische clerus zich beelden toe-eigende van 

hoffelijkheid zoals vrijgevigheid en vrolijkheid, grote overeenkomsten vertonend met de 

eigenschappen van het ideale sanguinische type. Dit kan een reactie zijn op de schande van de 

Normandische verovering en de daarop volgende assimilatie tussen Angelsaksen en Normandiërs, 

die hun reputatie herschiepen in de twaalfde eeuw – zich onderscheidend van hun ‘achterlijke’ 

Keltische buren – wier gebied zij bezig waren te koloniseren. Anglo-Normandische clerici en 

monniken presenteerden zichzelf als eigenaars van urbane kenmerken als onderdeel van een 
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beschavingsproces. Dit deden ze liever dan zich presenteren als ideale ridders – wat een moeilijkere 

positie was gezien de recente verovering op de Angelsaksen en hun reputatie – in de ogen van de 

Noormannen – als dronken, slappe vechters. Deze nieuwe reputatie was vooral in zwang onder 

Anglo-Normandiërs van gemengde afkomst en sociale positie – social climbers die op de sociale 

ladder konden stijgen na de verovering, in het uitdijende koninklijk bureaucratisch apparaat. Tegelijk 

namen zij afstand van de reputatie van Germaanse domheid, met wie de Angel-Saksen van oudsher 

een afkomst zouden delen. Weer wordt de beeldvorming van beschaafde hoffelijkheid in een 

discours van omgevingsfactoren ingebed.  

Ten slotte bespreekt hoofdstuk 9 de relevantie van de specifieke etnische stereotype van Engelse 

dronkenschap in het licht van hun idee van uitverkorenheid. Het drinken was een wijdverbreide 

culturele gewoonte die door aaneengeschakelde etnische groepen die zich op het eiland vestigden 

werd geadopteerd. Ook werd het in verband gebracht met de mythe van een door God uitverkorenen 

volk te zijn. Engelse dronkenschap bood een rechtvaardiging voor de golf van veroveringen van het 

eiland, als een katalysator van Gods wraak voor hun zondige gedrag. Het beeld van het bier drinken, 

in uitvoerige proostrituelen, door sommige clerici bestempeld as het gevolg van de erfzonde, kon zo 

de verantwoording voor het lot van het volk op de schouders leggen van de Engelse bevolking. 

Hoewel een ideologie ontbrak dat de macht voortvloeide uit de wil van de inwoners van Engeland, 

kon het concept dat de zonden van een uitverkoren volk zijn lot bepaalde betekenen dat volksaard 

een bepalende rol speelde in de lotsbestemming van uitverkoren volkeren.  

 Een ideologie als nationalisme – waarbij loyaliteit eerst en vooral naar de natie uitgaat – ontbrak 

in de twaalfde eeuw. In deze periode kwam de macht van bovenaf, waarbij de goddelijk aangewzen 

koning heerste over de territoria. Macht kwam niet van ‘het volk’, in overeenstemming met zijn 

volksaard. Toch was het concept volksaard wel degelijk relevant. Ideeën over volksaard gaven vorm 

aan ontmoetingen tussen mensen. Zij konden etnisch bewustzijn en gevoelens van saamhorigheid 

versterken. In de loop van de dertiende eeuw zouden zij ook worden toege-eigend door vorsten in 

een discours over machtsuitbreiding. Bovenal hadden zij een religieuze betekenenis, aangezien 

volksaard een rol werd toegekend in de lotsbestemming van de mensheid. Zo hadden etnische 

stereotypen een diepe betekenis, veel dieper dan ‘primitieve uitdrukkingen van haat’. 
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Appendixes 
 

 

I ‘Sapientia Grecorum’  
 
MANUSCRIPTS 

• Codex Aemilianensis, Madrid Biblioteca Real Academia 39; circa 950; ‘Exquisitio totius mundi’ 
(follows Iulius Honorius’s fifth century Cosmographia, ed. A. Riese, Geographici latini Minores 
(1878), 21-3). A list of the dimensions, number of seas, islands, mountains, provinces, cities, river, 
peoples and so forth in east, west, north and south; ‘Item exquisitio Spaniae’;  a description of Spain, 
following Isidore’s Etymologies XIV, 4, 28; a list of the Visigothic episcopal provinces, from an eigth 
century copy of the seventh century Nomina civitatum Hispaniae, copied in Cordoba; a list of 
Spanish rivers and their length, from Iulius Honorius, Cosmosgraphia 20-21, ed. 36-7, and Isidores 
Etymologies XIV, 4, 29; the seven wonders of the world; the characteristics of peoples; the principle 
commodities of Spain at the time of the Goths; the five vowels; the semi vowels and consonants; 
‘Ordo annorum mundi’ from Isidore’s Etymologies V 39, 2-42; ‘De sexta aetate seculi’; ‘Exquisitio 
miliarios civitatum’, a list of distances between Roman towns, drawn up at the request of emperor 
Caracalla (211-217), based upon the Itinerarium Antonini, ed. O. Cuntz, Itineraria Romana I 
(Leipzig 1929); ‘Ordo Romanorum’, based upon various sources; ‘Ordo gentis Gotorum’;  Ordo 
Gotorum regum’ 

• ‘Roda Codex’, Matritensis bibl. nat. X. 161; eleventh century;  
• Madrid BN 8831 f. 165; eleventh or twelfth century;  

 
Printed in Chroniques Asturiennes, ed. Yves Bonnaz (Paris 1987); Chronica minora saec. IV. V. VI. 
VII, ed. Theodor Mommsen, MGH Auctores Antiquissimi 11 (Berlin 1894), 389-390 
 
 
Sapientia Graecorum.  
Fortia Gothorum 
Consilia Chaldaeorum 
Superbia Romanorum 
Ferocitas Francorum 
Ira Britanniae 
Libido Scottorum 
Duritia Saxonum 
Cupiditas Persarum 
Invidia Iudaeorum 
Pax Aethioporum 
Commercia Gallorum. 
 
 

• British Library, Cotton Caligula A. XV f. 122 v.; eleventh century; computus material, Six Ages of 
the World, entries on medicine, the moon, stars and winds; cf. Thomas Wright, Biographia 
Britannica Literaria (1842) vol. 1, 43 note 
 
Sapientia Grecorum  
Invidia Judeorum  
Superbia Romanorum  
Largitas Longobardum  
Sobrietas Gothorum  
Elevatio Francorum  
Gula Gallorum  
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Ira Brittonum  
Stultitia Saxonum  
Libido Scottorum  
Crudelitas Pictorum.  
 
 
II ‘Polla de Narbona’ 
 
In the Codex Aemilianensis (see Appendix I) 
 
Polla de Narbona 
Vini de Bilasç 
Ficos de Biatia 
Triticum de Campis Gothicis 
Mulum de Hispali 
Kaballum de Tauros 
Ostrea de Mancario 
Lampreda de Tattiber 
Lanceas de Gallias 
Scania de Asturias  
Mel de Gallaercia 
Disciplina atque scientia de Toleto 
Haec erat praecipua temporum Gothorum. 
 
  
III ‘Victoria Aegiptiorum. Invidia Judeorum’ 
 
MANUSCRIPTS 

• Harley 3271 f. 6v.; attached to the Tribal Hidage  
A facsimile is printed in R.H. Hodgkin, A History of the Anglo-Saxons II (Oxford 1952), plate 53, 
388. Also mentioned in Joseph P. McGowan, Anglo-Latin Prose, 297. 
 
 
Victoria Aegiptiorum  
Invidia Judeorum  
Sapientia Graecorum  
Crudelitas Pictorum  
Fortitudo Romanorum   
Largitas Longobardorum  
Gulla Gallorum  
Superbia vel ferocitas Francorum  
Ira Britanorum  
Stulticia Saxonum vel Anglorum  
Libido Hibernorum.  
 
 
IV ‘Gloria Grecorum. Invidia Romanorum’ 
 
MANUSCRIPTS 

• Rome, MS Ottoboniani Latini 333 f. 90; thirteenth century; records papal penitentiary; lists of 
church provinces, bishoprics, kings, crowned emperors 
Cf. Päpste, Pilger, Pöenitentiarie. Festschrift für Ludwig Schmugge zum 65.Geburstag, 406, 413-
431 

• Avignon 336 f. 97; fourteenth century; handbook for use in the papal penitentiary; lists of church 
provinces, bishoprics, kings 



338 

 

Printed in Richard G. Salomon, ‘Aftermath to Opicinus de Canistris’, in Journal of the Warburg and 
Courtauld Institutes 25/1/2, 137-146, here at 144 note 62; and in Catalogue général des manuscrits 
des bibliotheques publiques de France Départements 27 vol. 1 (Avignon) (Paris 1894), 247-249 

• Boedapest, Orsz gos Széchényi Könyvt. 405 f. 78v.; fourteenth century; Chronicon Hungarorum 
acephalum; deeds Alexander the Great, lists of dukes, kings and crowned emperors (Magy. Nemzeti 
Múz.) 

• Augsburg Cod. II 1. 2o 90 f. 1r.; 1470; ‘Ioca monachorum’, ages of man, florilegium 
Cf. Hägele, Carmina 123; R. Ettelt, Geschichte der Stadt Füssen (Füssen 1971), 130  
Breslau, Schedel’s Chronicle (1530) 

• Vienna 4117 f. 28 (sixteenth century); miscellaneous verse, praeamble ‘nihil valent omnia’  
 
Gloria Grecorum 
Invidia Romanorum 
Ingenium Lombardorum 
Ferocitas Francorum 
Stultitia Saxonum 
Ebrietas Slavorum 
Luxuria Saracenorum 
Duritia Judeorum  
Ingluvies Teutonicorum. 
 

 Dolný Kubín, Caplovicova Kn. C 3/45 f. 69v. (fifteenth century) 
Julius Sopko, Codices Latini Medii Aevi Bibliothecarum Slovaciae  
 
Gloria Grecorum 
Invidia Romanorum 
Fortitudo Teutonicorum 
Ferocitas Francorum 
Pompa Ispanorum 
Luxuria Sarracenorum 
Duricia Iudeorum 
… Bohemorum 
Crudelitas Ungariorum 
Est destructio singulorum. 
 
Cf. Chronique de Saint-Brieuc  (late fourteenth century) (edition 1972), 84 
 
Proprietates quarumdam generum:  
Gloria Graecorum 
Invidia Romanorum 
Avaritia Longobardorum 
Crudelitas seu superbia Francorum 
Proditio Saxonum 
Audacia seu stultitia Britonum 
Ebrietas Sclavorum  
Luxuria Saracenorum  
Duritia Iudeorum  
Inordinatio seu abhominatio Hispanorum  
 
V ‘Invidia Romanorum. Ingluvies Theutonicorum’ 
 
MANUSCRIPTS 
 

 UB Graz 536 St. Lambrecht, f. 131-132; end of fourteenth century; Gregory the Great, Dialogues; 
Honorius of Autun, De imagine mundi, historiography, lists of church provinces, bishoprics, kings 
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Invidia Romanorum 
Ingluvies Theotonicorum 
Ferocitas Francorum 
Pompa Ispanorum 
Luxuria Saracenorum 
 
 
VI ‘Invidia Iudeorum. Perfidia Persarum’   
 
MANUSCRIPTS 

• Bern MS 48 f. 1; eleventh century; (Hagen, 69)  
• Codex Matritensis v 191 

Printed by John M. Burnam, ‘Miscellanea Hispanica’, in Modern Philology 12/3 (1914), 165-70, 
here at 169 

• Rouen, Bibliothèque Municipale MS 1406 (Y.41) Av-Bv; eleventh century; Cf. Henri Omont, 
‘Vices et vertus des différents peuples’ in Bibliothèque de l’Ecole des Chartres 45 (1884), 580-581 

• Bibliothèque Nationale MS Latin 4892 f. 243; possibly thirteenth century (Catalogue, 14); this list is 
inserted after the Iter Hierosolymitanum, sive historia Hierosolymitana ab anno 1095 by Baldric of 
Dol (c. 1050-1130). The manuscript continues with Liber de locis sanctis. 

• Bibliothèque Nationale MS Latin 2874 f. 64v.; (Manuscript catalogue, 188-189); containing Dares 
Phrygius and miscellany, including poems by Hildebert of Le Mans; the list is preceded by ‘On the 
End of the World’ and ‘On Simon the Sorcerer’.  

• Bibliothèque Nationale MS Latin 3343 f. 49v.; fifteenth century; miscellaneous verse, proverbs, 
epigrams, many on vices 
[BN 17402; and collection Dupuy, see Omont] 

• Cambrai Bibliothèque Municipale MS 259 (249 – probably this shelf mark) f. 193; thirteenth century 
• Vatican Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana Reg. Lat. 554 f. 228v; fifteenth century; preceded by, among 

others, De Iherusalem et locis sanctis, and followed by geographical texts such as ‘Orbis a 
rotunditate (…) solis ardoribus’ (Isidore, Etymologiae XIV 2) Vatican Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana 
Reg. Lat. 630 f. 22r; thirteenth century; Isidorean geographic contexts, partly as above  
 
 
Invidia Iudeorum Hebreorum prudentia 
Perfidia Persarum Persarum stabilitas 
Stulticia Aegyptiorum Aegyptiorum sollertia 
Fallatia Grecorum  Grecorum sapientia 
Levitas Chaldeorum Romanorum gravitas 
Varietas Afrorum Chaldeorum sagatitas 
Gula Gallorum Afrorum ingenium 
Vana gloria Langobardorum Gallorum firmitas 
Crudelitas Hunorum Francorum fortitude 
Inmunditia Suavorum Saxonorum instantia 
Ferocitas Francorum Wascanorum agilitas 
Stultitia Saxonum Scottorum fidelitas 
Luxuria Normannorum Spanorum argutia 
Libido Scottorum Brittanorum hospitalitas 
Vinolentia Spanorum Tullius Marcus dixit 
Duritia Pictorum [Grecus irascitur] 
Libido Suevorum Francus in causam 
Ira Brittanorum Romanus post causam 
Spurcitia Sclavorum Francus gravis 
 Romanus levis 
 Afros versipellis. 
 

• Namur Musée Archéologique MS 118 f. 6v-7r.; twelfth century; letters by Yves of Chartres, 
Anselm, Seneca, Cicero 
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Paul Faider, Catalgue des manuscrits conserves a Namur (Gembloux 1934), 200-202 
 
Invidia Judeorum perfidia Persarum astutia Egyptiorum fallacia Grecorum sevitia Saracenorum 
levitas Chaldeorum varietas Afrorum gula Gallorum vana gloria Langobardoum crudelitas Hunorum 
immundicia suevorum ferocitas Francorum stulticia Saxonum Duritia Pictavorum luxuria 
Guasconum libido Scottorum vinolentia Hispanorum ira Britannorum spurcitia Sclavorum rapacitas 
Normannorum Ebreorum prudentia Egyptiorum sollertia Romanorum gravitas Afrorum ingenium 
Francorum fortitudo Hispanorum argutia Normannorum communio Persarum stabilitas Grecorum 
sapiencia Chaldeorum sagacitas Gallorum firmitas Scottorum fidelitas Britannorum hospitalitas 
Saxonum instantia Guasconum agilitas. Grecus ante causam sapientem Francus in causa. Romanus 
et Judeus post causa. Tullius Marcus dixit.    
 
Callidus Afer eris semper, Romane disertus,  
Semper Galle piger, semper Ibere celer.  
 
 

• Corpus Christi 139. f. 166v.; probably twelfth century, various hands. M.R. James remarks that 
Mommsen assigned the Nennius-portion to the thirteenth century. James, however, considers it to be 
from the late twelfth century. The manuscript is usually assigned to Hexham. The manuscript 
contains numerous chronicles, mostly by Anglo-Norman authors: Regino of Prüm’s Chronicon; 
Richard of Hexham’s De gestis regis Stephani et de bello standardii; Simeon of Durham’s Historia 
Regum; John of Hexham’s Continuation thereof; Aelred of Rievaulx’s Relatio de standardo; 
Stephen of Whitby’s Historia fundationis abbatiae Sanctae Mariae Eboracensis; excerpts from 
William of Malmesbury’s Gesta regum Anglorum; an excerpt from Gaimar, Estoire de Engleis.  
 
 
Invidia Iudeorum 
Perfidia Persarum 
Fallatia Grecorum  
Astutia Egyptiorum 
Sevitia Saracenorum 
Levitas Chaldeorum 
Varietas Afrorum 
Gula Gallorum 
Vana gloria Longobardorum 
Crudelitas Hunorum 
Inmunditia Sabinorum 
Ferocitas Francorum 
Stultitia Saxonum 
Hebetudo Bavariorum 
Luxuria Vuascanorum 
Vinolentia [n inserted by larger hand] Hispanorum 
Duritia Pictorum  
Libido Scottorum 
Ira Brittonum 
Spurticia Sclavorum 
Rapacitas Normanorum: Normanni nimis sunt animosi [munio Normannorum] 
 
[Larger hand at the bottom] 
 
Libido Suevorum 
Duritia Pictorum/vel superbia pictavorum 
 
[It adds to col. 2] 
 
A line erased 



341 

 

 
Communio normannorum 
 
Grecus irascitur ante causam 
 
Francus in causa 
 
Romanus propter causam 
 
Francus fortis 
 
Romanus grauis 
 
Affer semper uersipellis 
 
[The second (smaller) hand adds] 
 
Spurcicia sclauorum 
 
Rapacitas normannorum 
 
Normanni nimis sunt animosi 
 
[The large hand adds] 
 
Sollercia egiptiorum 
 
Then in the original hand the two poems Adiutor benignus, and Fornifer 
 
VII ‘Invidia Iudeorum, ira Britonum’ 
 
MANUSCRIPTS 

• Corpus Christi MS 139 f. 179 r.; thirteenth century; is a hodgepodge of the above lists, augmented 
with other epithets.  
Printed in Wright-Halliwell, Reliquiae Antiquae, 127.  

• Canterbury Public Library Ff. I 27; thirteenth century  
 
 
Invidia Judaeorum  
Ira Britonum  
Perfidia Persarum  
Spurcitia Sclavorum  
Fallacia Graecorum  
Rapacitas Normannorum;3  
Astutia Aegiptiorum;  
Prudentia Hebraeorum;  
Saevitia Saracenorum;  
Stabilitas Persarum;  
Solertia Aegyptiorum;  
Levitas Caldaeorum;  
Sapientia Graecorum;  
Varietas Affrorum;  
Gravitas Romanorum;  

                                                      
3 In Wright-Halliwell: Romanorum, but this is incorrect. 
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Gula Gallorum;  
Largitas Longobardorum;  
Vana gloria Longobardorum;  
Sobrietas Gottorum;  
Crudelitas Hunorum;  
Sagacitas Caldaeorum;  
Inmunditia Sabinorum;  
Ingenium Affricorum;  
Ferocitas Francorum;  
firmitas Gallorum;  
stultitia Saxonum;  
fortitudo Francorum;  
hebetudo Bavariorum;  
instantia Saxonum;  
luxuria Vascanorum;  
agilitas Walcarorum;  
vinolentia Hispaniarum;  
magnanimitas Pictorum;  
duritia Pictorum;  
hospitalitas Britonum;  
argutia Hispaniarum;  
libido Suevorum;  
duritia et superbia Pictavorum. 
 
 
VIII ‘Invidia Iudeorum, Astutia Grecorum’ 
 
MANUSCRIPTS 
Einsiedeln 321 (647) f. 136; tenth century; computus material 
 
Invidia Judeorum 
Astutia Grecorum 
Superbia Romanorum 
Avaritia Francorum 
Commercia Gallorum 
Fortitudo Saxonum 
Ira Britonum 
Jactantia Pictonum 
Libido Scotorum 
Saxones comparantur equis 
Britones comparantur capris 
Pictones comparantur iumentis 
Scoti comparantur avibus 
Judei duri cervice et gravi corde 
Greci leves 
Cretenses mendaces 
Dalmate feroces 
Mauri vani 
Franci tumidi 
Athenienses ingeniosi 
Galate indociles, vecordes, tardiores ad sapientiam.  
 

 
 

IX ‘Sapientia Grecorum, Luxuria Sarracenorum’ 
 
MANUSCRIPTS 
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• Karlsruhe, Badische Landesbibliothek, Reichenau Pergament 56 f. 147 rb, fourteenth century; 
contains commentary by Innocent V 
Diaz y Diaz, Index Scriptorum Lationum medii aevi Hispanorum I Acta Salmantilensia 13, 1 
(Salamara 1958) 
 
Sapientia Grecorum 
Luxuria Sarracenorum 
Infidelitas Ampulorum [?] 
Avaritia Romanorum 
Astutia Lumbardorum  
Parcitas Tuscorum 
Ornatus Provincialium 
Curialitas Gallicorum 
Largitas incomparabilis Anglicorum 
 
x ‘The Baronage of London’ 
 
Printed in English Historical Documents 1189-1327 vol. III, 881-884. This English list, in Ms. 
Douce 98 f. 195-6 held at the Oxford Bodleian Library, was first printed by C. Bonnier as ‘List of 
English Towns in the Fourteenth Century’ in: English Historical Review 16 (1901), 501-503. It 
was reprinted with identifications by J.C. Tingey in The History Teacher’s Miscellany V 
(Cambridge, 1927), 9-12. The translation is in David C. Douglas (ed.), English Historical 
Documents, vol. 3, no. 230, 881-884, who dates the list at possibly mid-thirteenth century. 

 
The Baronage of London 
Regrating of York 
Sanctuary of Canterbury 
Relics of Westminster 
Prostitutes of Charing 
The Pardon of St Paul’s 
Sauce of Fleet 
Deer of Bury St 
Edmund’s 
School of Oxford 
Scarlet of Lincoln 
Hauberge of Stamford 
Blanket of Blyth 
Burnet of Beverley 
Russet of Colchester 
Thieves of Grantham 
Murderers of Royston 
Knives of Thaxted 
Sleeves of Durham 
Shears of Huntingdon 
Needles of Wilton 
Razors of Leicester 
Butchers of Winchester 
Bachelery of 
Northampton 
Eels of Cambridge 
Iron of Gloucester 
Plains of Salisbury 
Cloister of Lichfield 
The bath of Bath 
The marvel of 
Stonehenge 

 
Plaice of 
Winchelsea 
Merling of Rye 
Dace of Kingston 
Loches of 
Weybridge 
Barbels of St Ives 
Salmon of 
Berwick 
Ruffs of Bedford 
The crossing of 
Chelmsford 
Simnel of 
Wycombe 
Wastel of 
Hungerford 
Treet of Newbury 
Coverchief of 
Shaftesbury 
Wimple of Lewes 
Skins of 
Shrewsbury 
The ferry of 
Tilbury  
Archers of Wales 
Robbers of Alton 
[?] Empyrean of 
Meldon 
Marble of Corfe 
Plaster of Nower 
Pottery of 
Henham 

 
Fur of Chester 
Shipping of 
Southampton 
The warren of 
Wwalton 
Quilts of Clare 
Town of Bures 
Jousters of 
Yardley 
Tourneyers of 
Blyth 
Tilters of Ipswich 
Mills of Dunwich 
Priory of 
Waltham 
Bread of St 
Albans 
The harbour of 
Norwich 
Mead of Hitchin 
Bever of Banbury 
Ale of Ely 
Cod of Grimsby 
Covert of 
Sherwood 
Chase of 
Englewood 
Forest of Windsor 
Horn of Carlisle 
Saddlery of 
Ogerston 
Palfrey of Ripon 

 
[?] Scurvy of 
Fountains 
Soap of Coventry 
Lodging of Dunstable 
Scoffers of Elstow 
[?] of Dunmow 
The leather [market] of 
Bristol 
Girls of Hereford 
Cord of Bridport  
[?] Pewter of Exeter 
Beggars of Chichester 
The market of 
Pontefract 
Tin of Cornwall 
Hose of Tickhill 
Gloves of Haverhill 
Villeins of Tamworth 
Cingles of Doncaster 
Cake of Stamford 
The manor of 
Woodstock 
The haridhood of the 
Cinque Ports 
The castle of Dover 
The pride of 
Peterborough 
The marsh of Ramsey 
Tiles of Reading 
Parish of Spalding 
Mules [or Mullet] of 
Dengie 
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Merchants of Lynn 
Herring of Yarmouth 

Cattle of 
Nottingham 
Linnen cloth of 
Aylesham 
Cord of Warwick  
Cambric of 
Bridport 
‘Chalons’of 
Guildford 
Rymers of 
Worcester 
 

Colt of Rievaulx 
Cheese of 
Jervaulx 
 

The entrance to 
Thorney 
 There’s plenty of 
places 
 But too much to 
drink 
 And much more to 
say 
 But my wits are 
away. 
 

 
XI Boncompagno da Signa, Palma 45, ‘Quid sit clausula et ex quot distinctionibus consistere 
possit’.  
Printed in Carl Sutter (ed.), Aus Leben und Schriften des Magisters Boncompagno (Freiburg i. B. 
1894), 122-123  
 

‘Clausula est quedam cuiuslibet tractatus particula, que quandoque duas, quandoque tres, 
quandoque quatuor, quandoque V, quandoque VI,  vel etiam VII in se continet distinctiones. Nam 
ad minus ex duabus distinctiones constitui potest, ad plus vero ultra VII habere nullatenus valet, si 
magne fuerint distinctiones quia locutionis sensus nimium redderetur obscurus. Ex duabus hoc 
modo: Propter antiquam consuetudinem Armeni et Greci nutriunt barbam (vel aliter: Armeni et 
Greci nutriunt barbam, ut graviores in omnibus videantur). Ex tribus hoc modo: Indi dominum, 
qui est ipsa veritas, venerantur et respuendo mendacium patrem adorant in spiritu et veritate. Vel 
aliter: Auro et lapidibus preciosis Babilonia decoratur et diversis aromatum et specierum 
generibus affluens paradisi poma et balsami producit. Vel aliter: Tenebrose caliginis cecitas ita 
Saracenorum occupavit animos, quod pudenda cotidie lavant, Dominum propter hoc placere 
credentes. Vel aliter: Vellius de montanea fallacem in terris constituit Paradisum, in quo facit 
quosdam homines ab ipsa pueritia enutriri, qui pro eo subire mortem postmodum non formidant. 
Vel aliter: Suriani se adulterii crimine polluunt et cuncta meretricandi genera invenientes, 
tamquam lupanarii iugiter fornicantur. Greci sagaces et invidi Siculi magicis operibus insistunt et 
mirabilia facinora excogitantes, venenata sepe pocula propinant. Vel aliter: In florida urbe 
Morroch residet Miramominin, qui cunctos hodie mortales in divitiis excellit et cuncta librat 
secularis iustitie statera. Ex quatuor hoc modo: Calabritanos inermes, Apulos pusillanimes et 
Sardos zelotipie, vitio et conditione servili esse proscriptos totus predicat orbis. Vel aliter: 
Affricos nudos, Ethiopes horridos et Provinciales mendaces video per effectum. Vel aliter: Corsi 
de curialite plurimum commendarentur, si fures non essent et proditores et ea postmodum non 
raperent, que primo fuerant elargiti. Romani guerras et seditiones iugitur commoventes, civilia 
bella committere non formidant, et pristine glorie immemores existentes, pecuniam per fraudem 
et violentiam exigere non ommittunt. Vel aliter: Tusci rebus propriis commendabiliter utuntur et 
plurimis coruscarent virtutibus, si fraudis et invidie nebula eos non facile tenebraret. Vel aliter: 
Lombardi sunt libertatis patroni, proprii iuris egregii defensores, et illi qui pro libertate tuenda 
sepius pugnaverunt, merito sunt Italie senatores. Vel aliter: Marchiani simplices, Romanioli 
proditores atque bilingues et Dalmatii atque Croatii piscatores ab omnibus esse censentur. Vel 
aliter: Curialis Marchia Veronensis nomen accepit ab inclita Verona, que trium provinciarum 
caput existit et est indesignabili amenitate dotata. Ex V hoc modo: Pusille fidei Ungarii corpora 
cibariis replent, universos largiflue alunt, plurima munera largiuntur et tamquam cursibiles 
venatores omni tempore loca silvosa regirant. Vel aliter: Boemi formosi et furentes in armis 
ebrietate se turpiter fedant et carnes comedunt semicruentas, a quibus parum different Polani, sed 
silvestris natio Rutenorum loca venando discurrit. Teutonici per furorem, Alobroges per 
latrocinium, Francigene per arrogantiam, Yspani per mulas, Anglici per caudam et Scoti per 
mendacitatem a plurimis deridentur.’  

 
XII Boncompagno da Signa, Rhetorica Antiqua (or the Boncompagnus) VI 3  
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Printed in Ludwig Rockinger (ed.), Briefsteller und Formelbücher des elften bis vierzehnten 
Jahrhunderts (repr. New York 1961), 141-143. 

‘Quod sit impossibile scire omnes consuetudines illorum, qui plangunt mortuos suos. 
Consuetudines plangentium nemo plenarie scire valeret, etiam si circuiret totum orbem terrarum, 
quoniam in una et eadem patria diverse consuetudines observantur.  

De consuetudine, quam in plandendo mortuos Romani observant 
Romani non intelliguntur de morte alicuius dolere, nisi cum unguibus partem excorient faciei, 
capillos evellant et usque ad umbilicum vel pectus vestimenta rescindant.  
Ducuntur etiam Rome quedam femine precio numario ad plangendum super corpora 
defunctorum, que conputatrices vocantur ex eo, quod sub specie rithmica nobilitates divitias 
formas fortunas et omnes laudabiles mortuorum actus conputant seriatim. Sedet namque 
conputatrix aut interdum recta vel interdum proclivis stat, super genua crinibus dissolutis, et 
incipit preconia laudum voce variabili iuxta corpus defuncti narrare. Et semper in fine clausule 
"Ho" vel "Hy" promit more plangentis. Et tunc omnes astantes cum ipsa flebiles voces emittunt. 
Sed conputatrix producit lacrimas precii, non doloris.  

De hiis, qui Romanos imitantur in planctu 
Siculi, Apuli, et Campani in plangendo mortuos et in ducendo conputatrices observant 
consuetudines Romanorum.  
 Illi autem vel ille, qui vel que conputatrices habere non possunt, pronuntiant sicut carmina sui 
doloris.  

De consuetudine Grecorum 
Greci namque in planctu ex parte observant consuetudines Romanorum, et conputatrices 
inducunt. Sed dolor tunc de vena cordis procedit, quando Grecus aliquem pilum de barba evellit. 
Ea siquidem ora emittuntur clamores, et multiplicatur fletus.  

De Calabritanis 
Uxor Calabritani defuncti remoto velamine non parvam capillorum quantitatem evellit, et 
quicumque venit ad plangendum, semel aperta manu percutit illam capitis particulam, de qua uxor 
ipsa ex toto capillos evulsit et dicit percutiens: "O captiva".  

De consuetudine Tuscorum 
In Tuscia fit excoriatio vultuum, pannorum| scissio, et evulsio capillorum.     

De consuetudine, quam in planctu habent Romanioli et Lombardi 
Lombardi et Romanioli clamosas voces et lacrimas paucas emittunt, et cum ipsis rumoribus 
catervatim ruunt super corpora defunctorum, et multos ad simulatum planctum inducunt, qui 
oculos madefaciunt cum salvia vel palpebris apponunt acrumen, ut plangere videantur. Et tales 
taliter plangendo subrident.  

De consuetudine Gallicorum 
Gallici secundum suarum provinciarum diversitates diversos observant modos in planctu. Sed illi 
solummodo plangunt, quos urget dolor de morte carorum. Et ista consuetudo in Francie precipue 
observatur.  

De Yspanis 
Ispani vix lacrimas doloris effundunt nisi hoc exigant merita personarum.  

Qualiter plangunt Anglici, Boemi, Poloni, Ruteni atque Sclavi 
Anglici, Boemi, Poloni, Ruteni atque Sclavi potum suum cum fletu permiscent donec ebrietate 
sunt affecti, et ita remanent solito iocundius consolati.  

De consuetudine Ungarorum 
Ungari amare plangunt. Sed dolor illis adherere non potest, quia semper sunt in castris, et silvas et 
solitudines uenando transcurrunt.  
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De Sardis et Barbaris 
Sardi zelotipi more venantium ictu vocis verberant aerem, quando plangunt, et Barbari tanquam 
lupi ululant et mulieres eorum ganniunt sicut vulpes.  

Qualiter plangunt quidam Provinciales 
Quidam Provinciales cantum permiscunt cum fletu, quia primitus plangunt et statim psallunt cum 
tynpanis sinphoniis et arpis. Et ita plangendo et psallendo mitigant consuetudine sua dolorem.  

De consuetudine quorundam Saracenorum 
Saraceni, qui habitant in partibus orientis, amarissime plangunt super morte carorum.  
Sed in partibus Affrice magis perseverant in planctu, quoniam per aliquot dierum spacium 
dimittunt aperta sepulcra et qui erant dilectione coniuncti accedunt ad corpus defuncti, dicentes: 
"Quid facis? Quare non surgis? Multum stetis. Quando venies? Iam est ora surgendi. Noli 
tardare."  

 
-- 
 
On the Mourning Customs 
Nobody is able to know the customs of lamentation completely, even if he would circumvent the 
whole world, as different customs are observed in one and the same patria.  
On the custom observed by the Romans in lamenting the dead 
The Romans are not perceived to mourn the death of somebody unless they scratch open part of 
their faces with their nails, pull out their hair, and rip open their clothes down to their middle or 
chest.   
Also, in exchange for money, certain Roman women called reckoners are brought along to lament 
over the bodies of the dead, so that the nobility, wealth, beauty, fortune and all the noble deeds of 
the dead are one by one summed up in a rhythmic performance.  The reckoner indeed sits or 
stands either upright or sometimes leans forward, with loose hair down to the knees, and begins, 
next to the body of the dead, with a catch in her voice, to proclaim his praise, and produces an 
‘ho’ and ‘hy’ at the end of each sentence, according to the custom of lamentation. And then all 
present utter wailing tones together with her. But the reckoner produces these tones for the 
money, not because of grief.      
On those who imitate the Romans in lamentation 
The Sicilians, Apulians and Companians observe the Roman customs in lamenting their dead and 
bringing along reckoners.  
Those however, who cannot obtain these reckoners, recite the songs of grief to the best of their 
knowledge.  
On the custom of the Greeks 
The Greeks indeed partly observe the customs of the Romans in lamentation, and introduce 
reckoners. But when a Greek pulls out hairs from his beard, then the grief proceeds from the 
blood vessel of the heart. If indeed their lips utter laments, their tears also increase.  
On the Calabrians 
The wife of a deceased Calabrian, having removed her veil, pulls out quite a lot of hair, and 
whoever comes to lament, at the same time hits with open hand that spot on the head where the 
wife has herself seemingly pulled out all her hair, and while hitting they say: oh captive [captive]. 
On the Tuscans 
In Tuscany, the face is scratched open, clothes are torn, and hair pulled out.  
On the custom of lamentation of the Romagnoles and Lombards   
The Lombards and Romagnoles display but little wailing and tears, and whilst thus murmuring, 
hasten themselves in throngs above the body of the dead. And in order to simulate lamentation  
there are many who wet their eyes with saliva or prick their eyelids, so that it seems as if they are 
lamenting.  And  in such a manner these people make a mockery of lamentation.  
On the custom of the French 
The French, according to the diversity of their provinces, observe various manners in lamentation. 
But only those lament who are stricken by grief over the death of loved ones. 
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On the Spanish 
The Spanish hardly shed tears of grief unless a person’s merits demand it.  
How the English, Bohemians, Poles, Ruthenians, and Slavs lament 
The English, Bohemians, Poles, Ruthenians and Slavs mix their tears with drink until they are in a 
state of drunkenness, and thus consoled, they retain their usual merriment.  
On the custom of the Hungarians 
The Hungarians love to lament, but they cannot remain enveloped in grief, because they are 
always in castles, and traversing woods and wildernesses in order to hunt. 
On the Sardinians and Barbarians  
The jealous Sardinians, like hunters, stab the air with their biting voices when they lament, and 
the Barbarians howl as if they were wolves, and their women yelp like vixen. 
How certain Provençals lament 
Certain Provençals mix their songs with tears, because they lament in the beginning, and 
immediately sing psalms with tambourines and harps, and thus by lamenting and singing they 
customarily soothe their grief.  
On the custom of the Teutons 
The Teutons soothe their fury in lamentation, because they stand or sit next to the body of the 
deceased without a din or clamor. At the same time they wail with soft voices and sigh, and 
without heavy vociferation, they produce tears of piety.  
On the custom of certain Saracens 
The Saracens who live in the eastern parts lament over the death of their loved ones with the 
greatest affection. 
But in the African parts, they persevere longer in their lamentation, for during a period of a 
number of days, they leave the grave open and the loved ones together proceed to the corpse, 
saying:  “What have you done? Why won’t you get up? You haven’t moved much. When are you 
going to awaken? I bid you to get up immediately. Do not delay any longer.”] 
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