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The modern term " c l a s s i c a l myth" covers a range o f legendary s u b j e c t s 

which mediaeval w r i t e r s commonly d i s t i n g u i s h e d as tabula o r historia; o r , 

w i t h the a d d i t i o n o f a t h i r d term, as 1) t h i n g s which c o u l d have happened 

and d i d happen (historia); 2) t h i n g s which c o u l d have happened but d i d not 

(argumentum) ; and 3) t h i n g s which c o u l d not have happened and d i d not 

happen, such as the preposterous h i g h j i n k s o f the pagan gods (fabula).* 

Though the mediaeval L a t i n word historia and the d e r i v a t i v e loan-words i n 

v e r n a c u l a r languages, such as Middle E n g l i s h " s t o r i e , " do not correspond 

e x a c t l y t o the meaning o f Modern E n g l i s h " h i s t o r y , " they stood always and 

c l e a r l y i n c o n t r a s t to f a b u l a , which denoted a l i e , a f a l s e h o o d . 

By the f o u r t e e n t h century, w r i t e r s were u s i n g t h i s p a i r o f terms with 

the i n f o r m a l i t y accorded an unquestioned convention. In one well-known 

example, Chaucer's P h y s i c i a n remarks t h a t the t a l e o f Appius and V i r g i n i a 

" i s no f a b l e , / but knowen f o r h i s t o r i a l thyng n o t a b l e " (154-55); and i n 

another, B o c c a c c i o d i s t i n g u i s h e s the fabulous from the h i s t o r i c a l c h a r a c t e r s 

and events i n V e r g i l ' s Aeneid, book 4 (Genealogie 14.13). Accounts o f the 

"myths" o f the a n c i e n t c i t i e s o f Thebes and Troy o f t e n focussed on the 

q u e s t i o n o f fabulous and h i s t o r i c a l elements i n the r e c e i v e d sources: 

Guido d e l l e Colonne, f o r one, sets i t as h i s task t o "separate the t r u e from 

the f a l s e among the t h i n g s which were w r i t t e n o f [Trojan] h i s t o r y i n L a t i n 
2 

books," an a s s e r t i o n which John Lydgate t r a n s l a t e s and expands i n the 

prologue to h i s Troy Book. 
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The term historia i n t h i s common p a i r , o r t r i p l e t , o f c r i t i c a l terms, 

r a i s e s an i s s u e of some importance to the study o f c l a s s i c a l myth i n 

mediaeval l i t e r a t u r e . S c h o l a r l y i n v e s t i g a t i o n s i n t h i s f i e l d have gener­

a l l y i d e n t i f i e d t h e i r primary sources i n commentaries on Roman p o e t r y and 

t h e i r c l o s e r e l a t i v e s the mythographical t r e a t i s e s . However, with legendary 

m a t e r i a l s t h a t were consi d e r e d wholly o r p a r t l y historia, another k i n d o f 

primary source must be taken i n t o account as w e l l , and t h a t i s the l a r g e body 

o f h i s t o r i c a l w r i t i n g s o r c h r o n i c l e s 3 which d e s c r i b e the events o f a n t i q u i t y . 

The mythographers themselves p o i n t us toward these s o u r c e s . B o c c a c c i o , f o r 

example, quotes no a u t h o r i t y more o f t e n i n h i s Genealogie than the Chronicon 

o f E u s e b i u s . L i k e o t h e r mythographers, B o c c a c c i o t u r n s to Eusebius f o r the 

chronology o f events i n v a r i o u s a n c i e n t kingdoms as w e l l as f o r d e t a i l s o f 

the legendary events themselves. Indeed, mythographers o f t e n i n t r o d u c e 

t h e i r s u b j e c t with r e f e r e n c e to i t s o r i g i n s i n the a n c i e n t world. F u l g e n t i u s 

and f o l l o w i n g him the T h i r d V a t i c a n Mythographer b e g i n t h e i r t r e a t i s e s w ith 

accounts o f the r i s e o f i d o l a t r y i n Egypt. The major u n i v e r s a l c h r o n i c l e s 

g i v e a s i m i l a r account o f the f i r s t i d o l a t r y (and w i t h i t the f i r s t f a b l e s 

about pagan gods), though they tend to f o l l o w I s i d o r e o f S e v i l l e i n p l a c i n g 
4 

the event i n Babylon r a t h e r than i n Egypt. I d o l a t r y was not something which 

emerged from the mists o f p r e h i s t o r y and e v e n t u a l l y developed i n t o mono­

theism, as some modern views would have i t , but a m a n i f e s t a t i o n o f the w i l ­

f u l n e s s and ignorance which c h a r a c t e r i z e d mankind a f t e r the F a l l . I t i s not 

w i t h i n the scope o f the p r e s e n t essay to e x p l o r e the r e l a t i o n s between 

mythographic t e x t s and c h r o n i c l e l i t e r a t u r e s y s t e m a t i c a l l y , but I should 

l i k e t o suggest the importance o f h i s t o r i c a l w r i t i n g s i n the t r a n s m i s s i o n o f 

c e r t a i n c l a s s i c a l myths by means o f one well-documented example. F i r s t o f 

a l l , we may e s t a b l i s h t h a t h i s t o r i c a l w r i t i n g s p l a c e d the legendary kings o f 

a n c i e n t Thebes a t a s p e c i f i c moment i n the p a s t , and then proceed to some 

o b s e r v a t i o n s on the way i n which the "mythography" o f such f i g u r e s as 

Amphion and Oedipus c o u l d be shaped by t h e i r s t a t u s as historia. 

The Theban myths o f f e r an e s p e c i a l l y s u g g e s t i v e example o f the i n f l u e n c e 

which mediaeval h i s t o r i o g r a p h y sometimes had on legendary m a t e r i a l s . The 

c i t y had i t s p l a c e i n contemporary as w e l l as a n c i e n t c h r o n i c l e s , i n con­

t r a s t t o Troy, which though more prominent i n a n c i e n t h i s t o r y , was known to 

e x i s t no l o n g e r . Boccaccio and Chaucer might e a s i l y have l o c a t e d on a map 

the Thebes and the Athens where they s e t t h e i r n a r r a t i v e s o f A r c i t e and 

Palamon. Boccaccio would have known many d e t a i l s o f the c i t y ' s c u r r e n t 

a f f a i r s as w e l l , s i n c e p o s s e s s i o n o f Thebes and Athens was c o n t e s t e d by the 
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Angevin r u l e r s o f Naples, i n whose c a p i t a l he l i v e d i n the l a t e 1330's 

when he began composing the Teseidai and N i c c o l o A c c i a i u o l i , c l o s e f r i e n d 

o f B o c c a c c i o ' s youth, made a b r i l l i a n t c a r e e r i n Greece i n the s e r v i c e o f 

the Angevin dynasty, before 1341. 5 Thebes and i t s surrounding r e g i o n , 

B o e o t i a appear i n most mediaeval geographies, and the c i t y i s more prominent 

on mediaeval mappaemundi than on modern maps. Geographers d i s t i n g u i s h e d 

between the v a r i o u s c i t i e s named "Thebes" and as a r u l e mediaeval w r i t e r s 

d i d not confuse t h e i r v a r i o u s h i s t o r i e s . "Thebes" was the name o f f o u r 

c i t i e s mentioned by o l d a u t h o r i t i e s : a c i t y i n Mysia, mentioned i n the 

T r o j a n m a t e r i a l as the home o f Andromache; a b i b l i c a l town i n Samaria; and 

o f course the a n c i e n t c a p i t a l o f Egypt, as w e l l as a c i t y i n G r e e c e . 6 

Higden's Polychronicon, the most widely-known o f the u n i v e r s a l c h r o n i c l e s 

compiled i n the f o u r t e e n t h century, begins with a survey o f the lands and 

peoples o f the world: i n h i s d e s c r i p t i o n o f B o e o t i a , Higden s t a t e s t h a t 

d i f f e r e n t a d j e c t i v a l forms o f the name "Thebes" s h o u l d be used t o d i s ­

t i n g u i s h i t s c i t i z e n s from those o f the o t h e r c i t i e s : 

E t nota quod a Thebis Aegyptiorum d i c u n t u r Thebaei, a Thebis 
7 

Graecorum Thebani, a Thebis Judeaorum T h e b l t a e . 

He c i t e s P e t e r Comestor as h i s source f o r t h i s d i s t i n c t i o n , which a l s o 

appears i n the t h i r t e e n t h - c e n t u r y E b s t o r f mappamundi . The f o l l o w i n g legend 

d e f i n e s "Boecia" on t h a t map: 

Hec r e g i o B o e c i a d i c i t u r . Catmus enim Agenoris f i l i u s i l l o 

veniens bovem r e p p e r i t , quem d i i s immolans Thebas c o n s t r u x i t 

Boeciamque regionem nuncupavit. Ab hac Thebani d i c u n t u r , ab 
8 

a l i a vero, quam i n Egypto c o n s t r u x i t , T h e b e i . 

Most mythographers, i n c l u d i n g Boccaccio i n the Genealogie, argued t h a t the 

f a m i l y o f Cadmus, the founder o f Boeotian Thebes, had i t s o r i g i n s i n 

E g y p t i a n Thebes, and a few, l i k e the E b s t o r f c artographer, a s s e r t e d t h a t 
9 

Cadmus h i m s e l f had migrated from one Thebes to the o t h e r . Perhaps i t was 

because the o r i g i n o f the Thebani c o u l d be t r a c e d t o the E g y p t i a n Thebaei 

t h a t Chaucer a l l o w s the r e p u t a t i o n o f E g y p t i a n Thebes as a centre o f the 

opium t r a d e to i n t r u d e upon Boeotian Thebes i n a c u r i o u s a l l u s i o n i n the 

Knight's Tale (A 1470 f f . ) ; but such o u t r i g h t c o n f u s i o n o f the two c i t i e s 

as Chaucer's i s r a r e i n mediaeval w r i t i n g s , and one suspects t h a t i n t h i s 

case i t was i n t e n t i o n a l . * 0 



116 

Boeotian Thebes appears i n Higden's c h r o n i c l e j u s t as i t does i n h i s 

geography, and t h i s i s a l s o the case throughout the t r a d i t i o n o f h i s t o r i c a l 

w r i t i n g s on which Higden draws. The l a t e - m e d i a e v a l c h r o n i c l e d e r i v e d roost 

o f i t s a n c i e n t h i s t o r y from a few p a t r i s t i c s o u r c e s , i n some c o n t r a s t t o the 

wider range o f sources g e n e r a l l y used f o r more r e c e n t events. The Chronicon 

(or Liber temporum) o f Eusebius, O r o s i u s ' Historia contra paganos, and 

S t Augustine's De civitate Dei are the most important o f these: Eusebius and 

Orosius p r o v i d e d an o u t l i n e o f events i n the a n c i e n t world which s e t the 

sequence o f pagan kingdoms b e s i d e the h i s t o r y o f the Hebrew n a t i o n ; 

S t Augustine's De civitate Dei stands a p a r t as the g r e a t work o f h i s t o r i c a l 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , the dominating e x p o s i t i o n o f the shape and s i g n i f i c a n c e o f 

those p a r a l l e l h i s t o r i e s . 

Though St Augustine d e s c r i b e s i n d e t a i l o n l y the h i s t o r i e s o f Babylon 

and Rome, he t r e a t s them as examples o f a p a t t e r n which can be observed i n 

the long s u c c e s s i o n o f o t h e r s t a t e s which arose a f t e r Babylon and b e f o r e 

"Rome, as i t were a second Babylon." " A l l the o t h e r kingdoms and kings I 

s h o u l d d e s c r i b e as something l i k e appendages o f those (two] empires" (18.2) . 

L a t e r h i s t o r i a n s w r i t i n g i n the t r a d i t i o n o f the De civitate Dei added 

d e t a i l s o f those "other kingdoms," i n c l u d i n g the kingdom o f Thebes. The 

f i r s t and most i n f l u e n t i a l o f these h i s t o r i a n s was Paulus O r o s i u s . In the 

p r e f a c e to h i s Historia contra paganos, Orosius e x p l a i n s t h a t h i s work i s 

intended to supplement the De civitate Dei by extending i t s d e s c r i p t i o n o f 

the F a l l and the subsequent founding o f Babylonian c i t i e s , i n t o areas and 

times which S t Augustine h i m s e l f , f o r want o f l e i s u r e , had not d i s c u s s e d . 

The Thebans appear twice i n O r o s i u s ' f i r s t book, as p a r t o f the s u c c e s s i o n 

o f a n c i e n t kingdoms: 

Item anno ante urbem conditam DCCLXXV i n t e r Danai atque A e g y p t i 

f r a t r u m f i l i o s q u i n q u a g i n t a p a r r i c i d i a una nocte commisa sunt. 

Ipse deinde tantorum scelerum f a b r i c a t o r Danaus regno, quod t o t 

f l a g l t i i s a d q u i s i v e r a t , pulsus Argos c o n c e s s i t . 

F u r t h e r on, Orosius mentions the f a m i l y o f Danaus and Aegyptus once a g a i n , 

now i n p o s s e s s i o n o f the c i t y o f Boeotian Thebes: 

I l i a quoque p r a e t e r e o , quae de Perseo, Cadmo, Thebanis S p a r t a n i s -

que per i n e x t r i c a b l i e s a l t e r n a n t i u m malorum r e c u r s u s , Palephato 

s c r i b e n t e , r e f e r u n t u r . . . . Omitto Oedipum i n t e r f e c t o r e m 

p a t r i s , m a t r i s maritum, f i l i o r u m f r a t r u m , v i t r i c u m suum. S i l e r i 
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malo E t e o c l e n atque P o l y n i c e n mutuis la b o r a s s e concursibus, ne 
. . . _ 12 q u i s eorum p a m c i d a non e s s e t . 

On the a u t h o r i t y o f O r o s i u s , the legendary h i s t o r y o f Thebes, and t h a t i s to 

say the r o y a l house o f Cadmus and h i s descendants L a i u s , Oedipus, and 

Oedipus' sons, e n t e r e d the late-mediaeval u n i v e r s a l c h r o n i c l e s and o t h e r 

h i s t o r i c a l w r i t i n g s concerned with the a n c i e n t s u c c e s s i o n o f g e n t i l e empires. 

The t w e l f t h - c e n t u r y De duabus civitatibus o f O t t o o f F r e i s i n g , which, l i k e 

O r o s i u s ' Historia, i s designed as a c o n t i n u a t i o n o f the De civitate Dei, 

c i t e s a c l a s s i c a l source to the e f f e c t t h a t the s u c c e s s i o n o f a n c i e n t powers, 

a f t e r a r i s i n g i n the e a s t , passed through Greece on i t s way to Rome: 

Imperium Grec i a e f u i t penes Athenienses, Atheniensium p o t i t i 

s unt S p a r t i a t a e , S p a r t i a t a s superaverunt Thebani, Thebanos 

Macedones v i c e r u n t , q u i ad imperium Grec i a e b r e v i tempore 

adiunxerunt Asiam b e l l o subactam.* 3 

The Thebani were p a r t o f the s u c c e s s i o n . 

The l a t e - m e d i a e v a l c h r o n i c l e s which d e s c r i b e d the a n c i e n t world a l s o 

drew on the Chronicon o f Eusebius o f Caesarea, which c i r c u l a t e d w i d ely i n 

the t r a n s l a t i o n o f S t Jerome. U n l i k e the De civitate Dei and O r o s i u s ' 

Historia, the Chronicon does not o f f e r commentary on the h i s t o r i c a l m a t e r i a l s 

i t r e l a t e s ; i t i s a work o f comparative chronology, o r more p r e c i s e l y , o f 

the sequence o f r u l e r s i n s e v e r a l a n c i e n t kingdoms, among them the Hebrew 

p a t r i a r c h s , judges, k i n g s , and prophets. B i b l i c a l chronology i s s e t b e s i d e 

and, as regards the sequence o f events, r e c o n c i l e d w i t h the t r a d i t i o n s o f 

Greek and Roman h i s t o r y . As m o d i f i e d by I s i d o r e , Bede, and o t h e r s , the 

Chronicon p r o v i d e d h i s t o r i a n s i n the West with the framework o f a n c i e n t 

h i s t o r y u n t i l about the s i x t e e n t h c e n t u r y , when Greek sources newly a c c e s s ­

i b l e f o r c e d a r e v a l u a t i o n . Some c h r o n i c l e r s f o l l o w E u s e b i u s ' t a b u l a r 

format; o t h e r s , such as V i n c e n t o f Beauvais and Higden, d i v i d e t h e i r des­

c r i p t i o n i n t o chapters a c c o r d i n g to the sequence o f Jewish r u l e r s , d e s c r i b ­

i n g under t h a t head a l l o f the contemporaneous events i n the g e n t i l e 

kingdoms. Though they were made before the De civitate Dei was w r i t t e n , 

the Eusebian t a b l e s were e a s i l y harmonized with S t Augustine's analyses o f 

a n c i e n t c i t i e s , and l a t e - m e d i a e v a l commentaries on the De civitate Dei 

sometimes reproduce p o r t i o n s o f the t a b l e s i n t h e i r e x p o s i t i o n o f books 15-

18, S t Augustine's a n a l y s i s o f the growth and progress o f the civitas 
14 

terrena a f t e r the F a l l . 
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The L a t i n Chronicon o f Eusebius / Jerome does not make Thebes one o f 

the p r i n c i p a l kingdoms whose r u l e r s are l i s t e d i n d e t a i l . However, the 

r u l e r s o f Athens are so l i s t e d , and Theban h i s t o r y i s f r e q u e n t l y noted i n 

c o n j u n c t i o n w i t h Athenian h i s t o r y . The r e i g n o f Theseus, f o r example, i s 

c o r r e l a t e d by Eusebius with the r e i g n s o f the judges T h o l a and J a i r i n 

I s r a e l . And f o r the f i r s t y e a r o f Theseus' r e i g n a t Athens, the Chronicon 

notes the b e g i n n i n g o f the war o f the Seven a g a i n s t Thebes: "Septem q u i 

adversus Thebas p u g n a v e r u n t . " 1 5 A number o f Theban legends appear i n the 

Chronicon, i n the form o f n o t a t i o n s o p p o s i t e dates i n the p a r a l l e l r e i g n s 

o f the Athenians and the I s r a e l i t e s . The "raptus Europae," o r the legendary 

abduction o f Europa from Sidon which l e d to the founding o f B o e o t i a n Thebes 

by her b r o t h e r Cadmus, appears o p p o s i t e the y e a r 13 o f the r e i g n o f the judge 

G o t h o n i e l . The next n o t i c e o f Theban h i s t o r y appears i n the f o l l o w i n g year 

o f G o t h o n i e l ' s r e i g n : 

Cadmus r e g n a v i t Thebas ex cuius f i l i a Semele natus e s t Dionysus 

e t e s t L i b e r p a t e r sub quo e t Linus Thebaeus musicus f u i t . 

"Linus Thebaeus" reappears i n the years 23-30 o f G o t h o n i e l : 

Linus Thebaeus e t Zethus e t Amfion i n musica a r t e c l a r e s c u n t . 
17 

Amfion e t Zethus Thebis regnabant. 

And again i n the year' 30 a f t e r the r e i g n o f G o t h o n i e l : 

Thebis expulso Cadmo, Amfion e t Zethus regnaverunt. 

There i s i m p l i c i t here a v a r i e t y o f "mythography," i n t h a t these legendary 

f i g u r e s are p r e s e n t e d as a c t u a l r u l e r s . T h i s " h i s t o r i c a l " i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 

o f legendary events sometimes expands to i n c l u d e fabulous elements. For 

example, the l a s t mention o f Amphion o f f e r s an a l l e g o r i c a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 

o f the fabulous legend t h a t Amphion b u i l t the w a l l s o f Thebes by moving 

rocks with the magical power o f h i s l y r e : 

Amphion Thebis r e g n a v i t , quern f e r u n t cantu c i t h a r a e saxa movisse. 
18 

F e r u n t autem duro corde e t , ut i t a dicam, s a x e i quidam a u d i t o r e s . 

Many such h i s t o r i c a l a l l e g o r i e s o r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s o f fabulous elements i n 

r e c e i v e d accounts are to be found i n the f i r s t p o r t i o n o f E u s e b i u s ' 

Chronicon: The cause o f the T r o j a n war was a c o n t e s t over the beauty o f 

"three women" f o r which a shepherd named P a r i s was the judge (Chronicon, a t 
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1 Esbon); the Centaurs who fought with the L a p i t h s were kn i g h t s (eguites) o f 

T h e s s a l o n i a (1 T h o l a ) ; the S i r e n s who c a l l e d to U l y s s e s were courtesans who 
19 

tempted s a i l o r s (6 Samson). To an even g r e a t e r e x t e n t than O r o s i u s ' 

Historia, t h i s work l e f t t o the mediaeval u n i v e r s a l c h r o n i c l e s a t r a d i t i o n o f 

i d e n t i f y i n g and, i f necessary, i n t e r p r e t i n g Theban legends, and i n c o r p o r a t ­

i n g them i n t o a broad v i s i o n of the a n c i e n t p a s t which encompassed . b i b l i c a l 

as w e l l as c l a s s i c a l h i s t o r y . Fables o f the pagan gods were brought i n t o 

t h i s frame as w e l l . Higden, f o l l o w i n g a h i n t i n E u s e b i u s , i n t e r p r e t s 

J u p i t e r ' s legendary abduction o f Europa "while he was i n the form o f a b u l l " 

as an a l l e g o r y f o r the kidnapping o f a P h o e n i c i a n p r i n c e s s by a k i n g o f 

C r e t e , who c a r r i e d her back to h i s i s l a n d i n a s h i p w i t h a b u l l ' s - h e a d 

ornament on i t s stem. T h i s a l l e g o r y l a t e r found i t s way from the h i s t o r i a n s 
i n t o the w r i t i n g s o f the mythographers commenting on the f a b l e i n Ovid's 
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Metamorphoses. 

H i s t o r i c a l o r " e u h e m e r i s t i c " a l l e g o r i e s o f t h i s s o r t are not remarkable 

i n themselves. They had been expounded by l a t e c l a s s i c a l w r i t e r s , Greek and 

L a t i n , on whose w r i t i n g s the e a r l y C h r i s t i a n h i s t o r i a n s drew f r e e l y . But 

the c o n t e x t i n which these i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s appear g i v e s them a remarkable 

measure o f a u t h o r i t y , which was f u r t h e r i n c r e a s e d by S t Augustine's 

a s s e r t i o n t h a t e u h e m e r i s t i c i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s simply r e c o v e r h i s t o r i c a l i n f o r m ­

a t i o n which was l o s t d u r i n g an e a r l y p e r i o d o f a c t i v e myth-making i n the pagan 

kingdoms. Toward the end o f the c h r o n i c l e p o r t i o n o f the De civitate Dei, 

S t Augustine remarks t h a t f a b l e s o f v a r i o u s s o r t s arose i n the a n c i e n t world 

along with i d o l a t r y . During the time o f the Judges i n I s r a e l , these 

f r e q u e n t l y i n v o l v e d wonderful beasts l i k e the Minotaur, the Centaurs, 

Cerberus, and B e l l e r o p h o n , "made up by the i n g e n u i t y o f men, who took the 
o p p o r t u n i t i e s o f f e r e d by h i s t o r i c a l records which c o n t a i n true accounts o f 

21 
a c t u a l e v e n t s " (18.13). A f t e r the time o f the T r o j a n war, the f a b l e s 

o f t e n i n c l u d e d the pagan d e i t i e s , who were simply men dressed up by the 

memories o f many g e n e r a t i o n s ; and some m y t h o l o g i z i n g o f t h i s k i n d had 

o c c u r r e d i n even e a r l i e r p e r i o d s : "During t h i s p e r i o d , t h a t i s , from the 

departure o f I s r a e l from Egypt down to the death o f Joshua . . . ceremonies 

i n honor o f f a l s e gods were e s t a b l i s h e d by the kings o f Greece . . . . I t 

was i n t h i s p e r i o d as the s t o r y goes, t h a t Dionysus ( a l s o c a l l e d F ather 

L i b e r ) , who was regarded as a god a f t e r h i s death, i n t r o d u c e d the v i n e to 

h i s h o s t i n the l a n d o f A t t i c a " (18.12); and "during these y e a r s , so runs 

the t a l e , Europa was c a r r i e d o f f by Xanthus, k i n g o f Crete . . . though the 

more g e n e r a l l y accepted s t o r y makes [him] J u p i t e r " (18.12). The Theban 
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juxtaposed the two legendary f r a t r i c i d e s . In the example reproduced here, 

C a i n i s d i s t i n g u i s h e d from Romulus by h i s more p r i m i t i v e c l o t h i n g , but the 

a c t b e i n g committed i s c l e a r l y the same. In d e f i n i n g the civitas terrena, 

S t Augustine d i s c u s s e s the t r o p o l o g i c a l s i g n i f i c a n c e o f these f i g u r e s and 

events, and we s h a l l r e t u r n to t h a t s u b j e c t s h o r t l y . 

O r o s i u s ' t y p o l o g i c a l a n a l y s i s o f the s u c c e s s i o n o f a n c i e n t kingdoms 

begins w i t h these and o t h e r correspondences mentioned by S t Augustine, but 

e l a b o r a t e s them w i t h remarkable z e a l . For example, O r o s i u s notes t h a t 

Semiramis founded Babylon i n the s i x t y - f o u r t h y e a r o f the r e i g n o f Ninus; 

he then p o i n t s t o the numerical correspondence between these events a t 

Babylon and the f a c t t h a t Romulus founded Rome i n the s i x t y - f o u r t h y e a r o f 

the r e i g n o f Procas (Historia 2.2.5). And o t h e r numerical correspondences 

appear as w e l l . S i x t y - f o u r years b e f o r e the founding o f Rome, the Medes 

des t r o y e d the A s s y r i a n empire, s u c c e s s o r s t o the Babylonian empire, which 

had e x i s t e d f o r 1564 years; Rome i n i t s t u r n was p i l l a g e d by the Goths 1564 
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years a f t e r i t s founding (Historia 2.3.4). 

In S t Augustine's h i s t o r i o g r a p h y , the civitas Dei and civitas terrena 

are archetypes w i t h t r o p o l o g i c a l as w e l l as t y p o l o g i c a l f e a t u r e s . J u s t 

b e f o r e he begins the c h r o n i c l e o f the "growth and progr e s s o f the two c i t i e s 

which w i l l occupy books 15-18 o f the De civitate Dei, St Augustine d e f i n e s 

the t r o p o l o g i c a l o r moral element i n the p a t t e r n o f the civitas terrena, as 

lov e o f s e l f and the world b e f o r e a l l o t h e r t h i n g s , i n c o n t r a s t t o the . 

c i v i t a s Dei, which i s founded upon the love o f God b e f o r e a l l o t h e r t h i n g s : 

F e c e r u n t itaque c i v i t a t e s duas amores duo terrenam s c i l i c e t amor 

s u i usque ad contemptum Dei caelestem vero amor Dei usque ad 
28 

contemptum s u i . (14.28) 

Tropology i s f r e q u e n t l y manifested i n the p r i n c i p a l types f o r the civitas 

terrena; Cain and Romulus, f o r example, were d r i v e n t o f r a t r i c i d e by envy 

o f t h e i r b r o t h e r s and d e s i r e f o r t h e i r p o s s e s s i o n s . Thus the moral 

d e f i n i t i o n o f the archetype goes some way i n e x p l a i n i n g why h i s t o r i c a l c i t i e 

l i k e Babylon and Rome rose and f e l l as they d i d . They grew l a r g e out o f a 

d e s i r e f o r w o r l d l y p o s s e s s i o n s , and they f e l l when i n t e r n a l d i v i s i o n s , cause 

by the same s e l f i s h d e s i r e s , weakened the body p o l i t i c . " I t has i t s good 

i n t h i s world, and . . . s i n c e t h i s i s not the k i n d o f good t h a t causes no 

f r u s t r a t i o n s t o those enamoured o f i t , the e a r t h l y c i t y i s g e n e r a l l y 

d i v i d e d a g a i n s t i t s e l f by l i t i g a t i o n , by wars, [and] by b a t t l e s " (18.2) . 

St Augustine takes p a i n s , however, t o emphasize t h a t t h i s d e f i n i t i o n o f a 
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c i t i z e n o f the c i t y of the world i s not a d e f i n i t i o n o f a l l c i t i z e n s i n a 

s p e c i f i c c i t y . I t r e f e r s to the archetype. Thus a " c i t i z e n " o f the civitas 

Dei might w e l l be found i n h i s t o r i c a l Babylon, j u s t as " c i t i z e n s " o r types 

o f the civitas terrena may be found i n the h i s t o r y o f the Jewish n a t i o n . 

But the h i s t o r y o f Babylon i n i t s g e n e r a l o u t l i n e may be taken as the f i r s t 

m a n i f e s t a t i o n o f those a t t i t u d e s which d e f i n e the p a t t e r n o f the w o r l d l y c i t y , 

w h i l e the e a r l y h i s t o r y o f the Jewish n a t i o n i n i t s general o u t l i n e p r o v i d e s 
29 

the most v i v i d types f o r the c i t y o f God. 

Late-mediaeval i l l u s t r a t i o n s o f St Augustine's work o f t e n i n c o r p o r a t e 

the t r o p o l o g i c a l s i g n i f i c a n c e o f "Babylon" i n t o t h e i r d e s i g n s . One r e p r e s e n ­

t a t i o n , which occurs i n a number o f miniature-sequences, shows the c i t y w a l l s 

i n the form o f a wheel, with seven i n t e r n a l w a l l s d i v i d i n g , l i k e spokes, the 

c i t y - w h e e l i n t o neighborhoods (see p i . 1 ) . W i t h i n the seven d i v i s i o n s , 

"Babylonians" v i g o r o u s l y exemplify the seven p r i n c i p a l v i c e s and a l s o , l e s s 

p r o m i n e n t l y , the corresponding v i r t u e s . Thus the i l l u s t r a t i o n o f f e r s an 

emblem f o r St Augustine's argument t h a t love o f s e l f and o f w o r l d l y t h i n g s , 

w i t h the v i c e s such love produces, s u b j e c t Babylonian c i t i e s to the c a p r i c e s 

o f F o r t u n e . The i l l u s t r a t o r i s d e p i c t i n g the archetype r a t h e r than the 

h i s t o r i c a l Babylon: the " c i t i z e n s " i n the seven neighborhoods wear l a t e -

mediaeval c l o t h e s and move among b u i l d i n g s and o b j e c t s o f the f i f t e e n t h 

c e n t u r y . The archetype i s never a n a c h r o n i s t i c i n i t s t r o p o l o g i c a l aspect, 

f o r t h a t d e f i n e s a moral c o n d i t i o n r a t h e r than an h i s t o r i c a l event. 

For an eye a l e r t to t y p o l o g i c a l correspondences i n the a n c i e n t kingdoms 

o f the world, many aspects o f Theban h i s t o r y immediately stand out. O r o s i u s , 

as we have noted, mentions the r e i g n s o f Cadmus and Oedipus i n p a s s i n g , as 

examples o f the impious and d e s t r u c t i v e behaviour o f men a f t e r the F a l l . 

Some l a t e - m e d i a e v a l h i s t o r i c a l w r i t i n g s such as P a o l i n o Veneto's Chronologia 

Magna (or Compendium) , a u n i v e r s a l c h r o n i c l e compiled i n the second q u a r t e r 

o f the f o u r t e e n t h century, and the v e r n a c u l a r c o m p i l a t i o n s such as the one 

known as Histoire ancienne jusqu'a Cesar ( t h i r t e e n t h century, f r e q u e n t l y 

r e v i s e d i n the f o u r t e e n t h c e n t u r y ) , i n c l u d e longer d e s c r i p t i o n s o f Thebes 

which make t h a t kingdom a primary example o f the g e n e r a l p a t t e r n o f events 

i n the a n c i e n t w o r l d . 3 0 L i k e the founders o f Babylon and Rome, the Theban 

r o y a l house had v i v i d episodes o f f r a t e r n a l s t r i f e , i n c l u d i n g the r i v a l r y 

between Oedipus' sons which l e d to the d e s t r u c t i o n o f the c i t y . L i k e 

Semiramis o f Babylon, I o c a s t a had c h i l d r e n by her own son,- l i k e Semiramis' 

son B e l u s , Oedipus k i l l e d one o f h i s p a r e n t s . Because o f the archetype o f 

the civitas terrena, the c h r o n i c l e r s tend to g i v e these f e a t u r e s o f Theban 

h i s t o r y the g r e a t e s t prominence. 
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Plate 1 

Babylon as the Wheel: 

Paris: Bibliotheque Sainte-Genevi~ve , MS. Fr. 246. 

St Augustine, Cite de Dieu , translated with commentary by 

Raoul de Praelles. Book I (folio 3 vo). Ca. 1475. 

The t;,.ro cities (detail) . 
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The i n f l u e n c e o f such t y p o l o g i c a l a n a l y s i s may be seen c l e a r l y i n 

the f i g u r e o f Oedipus, which undergoes a s t r i k i n g t r a n s f o r m a t i o n i n h i s t o r i ­

c a l w r i t i n g s . The Oedipus known so widely today from the w r i t i n g s o f 

Sophocles and A r i s t o t l e f i n d s h i s t e r r i b l e misfortunes by means o f h i s own 

c o n s i d e r a b l e v i r t u e : were he not such a capable f i g h t e r , he would not have 

overcome L a i u s ; were he not such a capable i n t e l l e c t , he would not have been 

ab l e t o s o l v e the r i d d l e o f the Sphynx and o f L a i u s ' death; and most 

p a r a d o x i c a l l y , were he not such a good r u l e r , he would not have p r o s e c u t e d 

h i s i n q u e s t o f the causes o f the plague t o the p o i n t o f condemning h i m s e l f . 

The complexity o f h i s s i t u a t i o n and the r e l a t i v e blamelessness o f h i s a c t i o n s 

render any simple judgement o f t h i s Oedipus i m p o s s i b l e . Though one o c c a s i o n ­

a l l y encounters a q u a l i f i e d o p i n i o n o f Oedipus i n mediaeval sources, the 

tendency i s i n the d i r e c t i o n o f s i m p l i f y i n g and f l a t t e n i n g . P a r t o f the 

reason i s simply a matter o f d i f f e r e n t l i t e r a r y s o u r c e s . Poets l i k e 

B o c c a c c i o and Chaucer knew Oedipus from S t a t i u s ' Thebaid and Seneca's 

t r a g e d i e s r a t h e r than from Sophocles and A r i s t o t l e . S t a t i u s , w r i t i n g an 

e p i c about the d e s t r u c t i o n o f a c i t y , had d e p i c t e d Oedipus as an i r r e s p o n ­

s i b l e k i n g who was so angered by the mistreatment he s u f f e r e d a t the hands 

o f sons t h a t he hoped f o r t h e i r d e s t r u c t i o n . The c h i e f e p i t h e t f o r Oedipus 

i n the Thebaid i s "impius," and the c h a r a c t e r stands as an a n t i t h e s i s t o 

V e r g i l ' s "pius Aeneas": whereas Aeneas laboured t o found a c i t y which he 

knew he would not l i v e to see, and d i d so f o r the sake o f h i s descendants, 

S t a t i u s ' Oedipus c a l l s on the gods f o r vengeance on h i s sons. The gods 

consent w i t h a b i t t e r r i v a l r y between E t e o c l e s and P o l y n e i c e s , which d e s t r o y s 

them and the c i t y o f Thebes as w e l l . 

A l o n g w i t h the chance t h a t gave f o u r t e e n t h - c e n t u r y poets S t a t i u s r a t h e r 

than Sophocles, t r a d i t i o n s o f t y p o l o g i c a l a n a l y s i s a l s o c o n t r i b u t e d t o the 

shaping o f an un-Sophoclean f i g u r e . O r osius had s i m p l i f i e d the s t o r y o f 

Oedipus and I o c a s t a so t h a t i t would b e t t e r r e c a l l the b i b l i c a l types o f the 

civitas terrena. V i o l e n t s t r i f e among f a m i l y members as w e l l as i n c e s t were 

both prominent a s p e c t s o f Babylonian h i s t o r y , and O r o s i u s ' Oedipus appears 

as "the s l a y e r o f h i s f a t h e r , the husband o f h i s mother, the b r o t h e r o f 

t h e i r c h i l d r e n " w i t h o u t any q u a l i f i c a t i o n o r m i t i g a t i n g c i r c u m s t a n c e s . 3 * 

In another t y p o l o g i c a l alignment, De P r a e l l e s ' commentary on the De civitate 

Dei matches Oedipus w i t h Romulus, as i n f a n t s abandoned by t h e i r p a r e n t s , who 

l a t e r become k i n g s . 3 2 

T h i s f l a t t e n e d Oedipus accorded w e l l enough with the Oedipus o f S t a t i u s ' 

Thebaid to be adopted by some mediaeval commentators on t h a t poem. An 
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academic prologue which was probably composed i n France i n the t h i r t e e n t h 

century recounts the h i s t o r y o f Thebes from i t s founding by Cadmus to i t s 

f a l l a t the time o f Oedipus: Cadmus was a wise man, the i n v e n t o r o f the 

Greek alphabet, but h i s descendants were not l i k e him. Oedipus was s t r o n g 

i n arms but a f o o l i s h r u l e r , and might alone cannot b r i n g p r o s p e r i t y t o a 

kingdom. As Boethius says, t h a t commonwealth w i l l be b l e s s e d which i s r u l e d 

by a wise k i n g o r a k i n g who takes the advice o f wise men. Oedipus was not 

one o f t h e s e . And a f t e r mentioning Oedipus' p a r r i c i d e and i n c e s t , the 

summary notes t h a t l o c a s t a was a l s o "remarkable f o r her loose morals." 

I n t e r e s t i n the paradoxes o f Oedipus' crimes d i d not l a c k e n t i r e l y , as 

the "Compendium" o f the Thebaid, composed around 1400 by L a u r e n t de 
34 

P r e m i e r f a i t , a t t e s t s ; but such i n t e r e s t seems to have been r a r e . I t i s 

c e r t a i n l y not e v i d e n t i n Dante's p a s s i n g r e f e r e n c e t o Oedipus i n the Convivio, 

where the Theban k i n g i s simply an example o f someone who b l i n d e d h i m s e l f so 

t h a t h i s eyes would not show h i s shame. 3 5 Dante quotes a l i n e from the 

b e g i n n i n g o f the Thebaid, i n which there i s no h i n t t h a t Oedipus' b l i n d n e s s 

s h o u l d be taken as a f i g u r e f o r the i n t e r n a l l i g h t o f wisdom, and one doubts 

t h a t t h a t Sophoclean metaphor i s i m p l i e d by Chaucer when he has T r o i l u s 

l i k e n h i m s e l f t o Oedipus: "But ende I wol, as Edippe, i n derkness" (IV.300), 

though one modern reader, i g n o r i n g mediaeval sources, has argued p r e c i s e l y 

t h a t . 3 6 

The f u l l p o r t r a i t o f Oedipus i n Lydgate's Siege of Thebes stands c l e a r l y 

i n the t r a d i t i o n o f S t a t i u s and the c h r o n i c l e l i t e r a t u r e . He i s proud and 

co n t e n t i o u s i n h i s youth (467 f f . ) ; though he does not r e a l i z e t h a t l o c a s t a . 

i s h i s mother, i t i s a s i n to marry h e r nonetheless, and i t r e c a l l s f o r 

Lydgate the incestuous r e l a t i o n s between Herod and Herodias, a b r o t h e r ' s 

w i f e (794); Oedipus b l i n d s h i m s e l f and d i e s i n a f i t o f rage a t h i s sons, 

with no i n d i c a t i o n t h a t he has d i s c o v e r e d a measure o f detached s e r e n i t y or 

t h a t he has found i n h i s p h y s i c a l b l i n d n e s s a second, i n t e r n a l l i g h t o f 

wisdom (994 f f . ) . Though the modern reader may f i n d t h a t h i s f a m i l i a r i t y 

w i th the more complex c h a r a c t e r o f another l i t e r a r y t r a d i t i o n i n t e r f e r e s 

w i t h a p p r e c i a t i o n o f i t , t h i s Oedipus serves Lydgate's a r t i s t i c purposes 

w e l l enough, as an example o f a prosperous and proud r u l e r brought low by 

h i s misdeeds and the c a p r i c e s o f Fortune (885-94). 

The Siege of Thebes was w r i t t e n about 1420. Lydgate t r a n s l a t e d a prose 

Roman de Thebes i n t o E n g l i s h v e r s e , a b r i d g i n g the n a r r a t i v e , adding comments 

and episodes a c c o r d i n g to h i s own designs, and framing the whole as one o f 

the Canterbury Tales. The verse n a r r a t i v e o f f e r s an e s p e c i a l l y good 



example o f the i n f l u e n c e which mediaeval h i s t o r i c a l w r i t i n g c o u l d have on a 

l i t e r a r y work, because the " l i t e r a r y " t r a d i t i o n o f S t a t i u s ' Thebaid on which 

the Siege i s based, had i n e f f e c t merged with one k i n d o f v e r n a c u l a r c h r o n i c l e 

i n Lydgate's immediate source. The p r e c i s e t e x t from which he worked has 

not been i d e n t i f i e d , but i t was c e r t a i n l y a prose r e d a c t i o n o f the p o e t i c 

Roman de Thebes, which i n tu r n had been l o o s e l y based on S t a t i u s ' Thebaid. 

A l l o f the numerous copies o f the prose r e d a c t i o n s to s u r v i v e are found i n 

co m p i l a t i o n s o f h i s t o r i c a l w r i t i n g s such as the Histoire ancienne jusqu'a 

Cesar, which t r a c e a n c i e n t h i s t o r y from the C r e a t i o n t o the time o f the l a t e r 

Roman empire, i n c o r p o r a t i n g a f u l l t r a n s l a t i o n o f O r o s i u s ' Historia contra 

paganos a l o n g the way (though some copies do not c o n t a i n the e n t i r e s e r i e s 

o f t e x t s and one o f the l a t e r r e d a c t i o n s was designed to focus on the 
37 v h i s t o r i e s o f Troy and Thebes a l o n e ) . We f i n d the prose Roman de Thebes 

embedded w i t h i n the t r a n s l a t i o n o f O r o s i u s ' Historia, s t a n d i n g as i t were i n 

the p l a c e o f the two b r i e f r e f e r e n c e s t o the Theban kings i n the L a t i n 

o r i g i n a l . 

Lydgate's Siege of Thebes i s designed f o r a very d i f f e r e n t c o m p i l a t i o n 

o f t e x t s , but the author conserves much o f the h i s t o r i c a l frame so obvious 

i n h i s source by means o f passages and a l l u s i o n s which r e f e r to the broader 

panorama o f a n c i e n t h i s t o r y . In h i s prologue, Lydgate e s t a b l i s h e s the date 
38 

o f h i s " s t o r y " i n the manner so c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f u n i v e r s a l c h r o n i c l e s : 

I wol reherce a s t o r y wonderful 

Towchinge the s i g e and d e s t r u c t i o u n 

Of worthy Thebes, the myghty r o y a l toun 

B y l t and begonne o f olde a n t i q u i t e 

Upon the tyme o f worthy Isoue 

By d y l i g e n c e o f k i n g Amphioun. (184-89) 

P l a c i n g the events i n Theban h i s t o r y w i t h r e f e r e n c e t o the sequence o f 

Jewish r u l e r s a l s o i n t r o d u c e s the p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t Thebes may be viewed with 

r e f e r e n c e t o the f a m i l i a r p a t t e r n s o f u n i v e r s a l h i s t o r y , and Lydgate w i l l 

e l a b o r a t e on t h i s p o s s i b i l i t y throughout h i s n a r r a t i v e . The most s t r i k i n g 

example appears about half-way, when the author pauses to r e f l e c t on the way 

the d e s t r u c t i o n o f Thebes by Oedipus' sons repeats a p a t t e r n o f c i v i c 

d i s c o r d and s t r i f e brought about by the F a l l and the p r o p e n s i t y o f f a l l e n 

man to s i n : 
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[Thebes] b r e n t and was s e t t e a - f y r e , 

As bookes olde wel reherce konne, 

Of c r u e l hate rooted and begunne 

And engendred the s t o r y maketh mynde 

Oonly o f b l o o d c o r r u p t and unkynde, 

Bynfeccioun c a l l e d Orygynal, 

Causyng s t r i f d r e d f u l and m o r t a l , 

Of which the meschief thorgh a l Grece r a n . (2560-67) 

This Theban " s t o r y " reminds him o f the b e g i n n i n g o f s t r i f e , a t the b e g i n n i n g 

o f the civitas terrena, when Cain k i l l e d h i s b r o t h e r A b e l . Thebes i s , 

moreover, one o f t h a t s u c c e s s i o n o f w o r l d l y kingdoms which arose f i r s t i n 

the E a s t w i t h Babylon and l a t e r p a s s e d "thorgh a l Grece" on i t s way t o Rome. 

The c h r o n i c l e l i t e r a t u r e had l o n g e s t a b l i s h e d t h a t i n t e r n e c i n e s t r i f e 

c h a r a c t e r i z e s t h a t s u c c e s s i o n . The civitas terrena "has i t s good i n t h i s 

w o r ld . . . and s i n c e t h i s i s not the k i n d o f good t h a t causes no f r u s t r a t i o n s 

to those enamored o f i t , the e a r t h l y c i t y i s g e n e r a l l y d i v i d e d a g a i n s t 

i t s e l f . " The " s t r i f d r e d f u l and m o r t a l " which S t Augustine had i d e n t i f i e d 

w i th the f i g u r e s o f C a i n and Romulus reappears a t Thebes i n what Lydgate 

c a l l s the " f r a t e r n a l h a t e " (869) o f E t e o c l e s and P o l y n e i c e s . Lydgate w i l l 

conclude h i s poem with f u r t h e r o b s e r v a t i o n s on h i s t o r i c a l antecedents f o r 

t h i s type and with remarks on i t s t r o p o l o g i c a l a s p e c t , "the ground and cause 

why t h a t men so s t r y v e , / [which] i s c o v e y t i s e and f a l s ambicioun" (4674-75). 

The " d i v i s i o u n " r e p r e s e n t e d by Oedipus and h i s sons i s the c e n t r a l 

theme o f Lydgate's Siege, which the author e l a b o r a t e s i n r e f e r e n c e to the 

l a r g e r p a t t e r n o f s t r i f e i n the s u c c e s s i o n o f a n c i e n t kingdoms b e f o r e and 

a f t e r the time o f Oedipus. He throws t h i s theme i n t o r e l i e f a t the b e g i n n i n g 

o f the n a r r a t i v e by the example o f a prosperous and harmonious Thebes i n the 

days o f k i n g Amphion. T h i s c o n t r a s t i n g example a l s o r e c a l l s c e r t a i n con­

v e n t i o n a l types from the a n c i e n t p a s t . The passage i s l a r g e l y Lydgate's own; 

a r e f e r e n c e t o Amphion does appear i n h i s sources, but i t comes l a t e r , i s 

s h o r t e r , and l a c k s many of the s t r i k i n g d e t a i l s o f the b e g i n n i n g o f the 

Siege of Thebes. The legend i t s e l f i s f a m i l i a r from c l a s s i c a l p o e t r y : 

Amphion's l y r e , which was g i v e n him by Mercury, has magical powers, and by 

means o f i t s music Amphion moves lar g e stones from the nearby mountains to 

b u i l d the c i t y ' s w a l l s . Lydgate e x p l a i n s t h a t "Mercury" stands f o r eloquence, 

and t h a t Amphion's music i s the g i f t o f o r a t o r i c a l s k i l l which made the 

king's wise words a p p e a l i n g to the r u s t i c people who heard him. T h e r e f o r e , 

the "music" 
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. . . made the contres envyroun 

To han such l u s t i n h i s wordes swete. 

That were so p l e s a u n t favourable and mete 

In her eerys t h a t s h o r t l y t h e r was noon 
Disobeysaunt w i t h the kyng to goon 

Wher so evere t h a t hym l i s t a s s i g n e . (228-33) 

The stones o f the f a b l e r e p r e s e n t the c i t i z e n s o f Thebes, who were brought 

t o g e t h e r i n harmonious a c c o r d by Amphion's wisdom and eloquence. (By 

c o n t r a s t , wisdom and eloquence w i l l be absent from Oedipus' wedding [830 f f . ] . ) 

Lydgate t e l l s us t h a t h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f the f a b l e comes from 
39 

B o c c a c c i o , and i t i s indeed to be found i n the Genealogie, b u t as we have 

a l r e a d y seen, i t has much l o n g e r r o o t s i n the c h r o n i c l e t r a d i t i o n . Eusebius 

i n t e r p r e t s Amphion's "music" i n much the same way i n the Chronicon, whence 

the a l l e g o r y passed to l a t e r u n i v e r s a l c h r o n i c l e s . The a s s o c i a t i o n o f 

m u s i c a l harmony with c i v i c concord i s a l s o made i n the De civitate Dei, where 

St Augustine remarks t h a t "the r a t i o n a l and w e l l - o r d e r e d concord o f d i v e r s e 

sounds i n harmonious v a r i e t y suggests the compact u n i t y o f a w e l l - o r d e r e d 

c i t y " (17.14). The a l l e g o r y o f the b u i l d i n g o f Thebes r e c a l l s the Jerusalem 

o f s c r i p t u r a l t r a d i t i o n as w e l l . For example, the s t a n d a r d commentary on 

II Esdras takes Nehemiah, who r e b u i l t the w a l l s and gates o f Jerusalem, as a 
typu o f the preachers who b u i l t the Church from the l i v i n g stones o f the 

40 
f a i t h f u l . L y d g a t e - w i l l p r e s e n t us w i t h Nehemiah, though not w i t h t h i s 

a l l e g o r y , l a t e r i n the Siege of Thebes. Nehemiah's " t r o u t h e , " we are r e ­

minded, "Gat hym l i c e n c e t o r e e d i f i e / The w a l l y s newe o f Ierusalem" (1740-

41), i n marked c o n t r a s t t o E t e o c l e s , who has j u s t r e f u s e d to honour h i s 

agreements with h i s b r o t h e r and who w i l l thereby provoke the c i v i l war which 

would d e s t r o y h i s c i t y . The impression t h a t Lydgate chose to open h i s 

n a r r a t i v e i n a way t h a t would r e c a l l t h i s s c r i p t u r a l type o r foreshadowing 

o f the civitas Dei i s f u r t h e r encouraged when he s p e c i f i e s t h a t the stones 

brought t o g e t h e r by Amphion were "square." The d e t a i l i s not found i n 

B o c c a c c i o , but i t does appear i n a s u g g e s t i v e context i n I s a i a s 9:10, 

where the prophet c o n t r a s t s the b r i c k and mortar o f the w o r l d l y kingdoms 
41 

w i t h the square stones which w i l l be used to c o n s t r u c t the New Jerusalem. 

We have seen t h a t the "mythography" o f the e a r l y Theban kings was 

i n f l u e n c e d by t h e i r s t a t u s as historia . The c h r o n i c l e s o f the a n c i e n t 

w o r l d which enjoyed the g r e a t e s t esteem i n mediaeval l i t e r a r y c u l t u r e 

p l a c e d Thebes i n the s u c c e s s i o n o f "Babylonian" kingdoms, and i n doing so, 
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they p r o v i d e d a frame o f reference f o r the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f Theban 

c h a r a c t e r s and Theban legends. Because o f the p l a c e o f the c i t y i n u n i v e r s a l 

h i s t o r y , fabulous n a r r a t i v e s such as the abduction o f Europa o r the b u i l d i n g 

of the c i t y w ith music, were viewed as overwrought v e r s i o n s o f r e a l events, 

r e q u i r i n g e x p l a n a t i o n a c c o r d i n g l y . Mediaeval h i s t o r i c a l thought, e s p e c i a l l y 

t y p o l o g i c a l a n a l y s i s , a l s o i n f l u e n c e d the p r e s e n t a t i o n o f human c h a r a c t e r s 

such as Oedipus. F i n a l l y , the frame i n which the Theban legends appeared 

c o u l d be e x p l o i t e d i n a l i t e r a r y work l i k e the Siege of Thebes t o suggest 

t h a t the p a r t i c u l a r Theban " s t o r i e s " a t hand r e f l e c t l a r g e r p a t t e r n s i n 

u n i v e r s a l h i s t o r y . 

American Academy i n Rome 

NOTES 

The t h r e e - p a r t d i s t i n c t i o n i s found i n I s i d o r e , Etymologiarum l i b r i , 

ed. W.M. Lindsay (Oxford 1911) I . x l i v . 5 . For an i n t e r e s t i n g d i s c u s s i o n o f 

the passage with r e f e r e n c e t o Dante, see Giuseppe Mazzotta, Dante Poet of 

the Desert: History and Allegory in the Divine Comedy ( P r i n c e t o n 1979) 

66-68. On the use o f fabula and historia as c o n t r a s t i n g terms i n mediaeval 

l i t e r a r y theory, see J.W.H. A t k i n s , English Literary Criticism: The Medieval 

Phase (2nd ed., r p t . G l o u c e s t e r , Mass. 1961) 33i and Pa u l Strohm, " S t o r i e , 

S p e l l e , Geste, Romaun.ce, Tra g e d i e : Generic D i s t i n c t i o n s i n the Middle 

E n g l i s h Troy N a r r a t i v e s , " Speculum 46 (1971) 348-52; a l s o Judson A l l e n , The 

Ethical Poetic of the Later Middle Ages (Toronto 1982) 76-77 and n. 22. 

2 

Guido d e l l e Colonne, Historia destructionis Troiae, t r a n s . M.E. Meek 

(Bloomington, Ind. 1974) 2 (Prologue, l i n e s 38-40). Compare Lydgate, "Omer 

. . . the whiche i n h i s w r i t y n g / I-feyned hathe f u l many d i u e r s thyng / 

That neuer was, as Guydo l y s t d e u i s e, / And t h i n g y s done i n a-nother wyse / 

He hathe transformed than be trupe was, / And feyned f a l s l y t h a t goddis i n 

p i s caas / The wor t h i Grekis holpen to werreye / Ageyn Troyens, and howe pat 

bei were seye / Lyche l y f l y men amonge hem day by day" (ed. H. Bergen, EETS, 

E.S. 97 [1906] 8) . 

http://Romaun.ce
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3 Modern w r i t e r s f r e q u e n t l y d i s t i n g u i s h a c h r o n i c l e from a h i s t o r y i n 

terms o f p r e s e n t a t i o n : a c h r o n i c l e i s s h o r t e r , l e s s a n a l y t i c a l , and 

arranges events i n t o a c h r o n o l o g i c a l sequence. But mediaeval w r i t e r s o f t e n 

used the terms w i t h r e f e r e n c e t o the d i s t a n c e o f the events n a r r a t e d from 

the n a r r a t o r ' s own ex p e r i e n c e . As de Lubac remarks i n Exegese Medieval: 

"[chronica] . . . c ' e s t l e nom q u i s'impose h a b i t u e l l e m e n t a eux pour toute 

h i s t o i r e du passe, e t non pas seulement pour des •chronographies' au sens 

a c t u e l du mot, ou pour des 'annales'" ( P a r i s 19S9), v o l . 2, p t . 2, p. 427. 

See a l s o Joachim Knape, "Historie" im Mittelalter und f r f i h e r Weuzeit, 

Saecula Spiritalia, 10 (Baden-Baden 1984). 

4 
The source o f F u l g e n t i u s ' account o f Syrophanes o f Egypt, who made an 

image o f h i s dead f a t h e r and order e d h i s s e r v a n t s to revere i t , i s not 

known. See L.G. Whitbread, F u l g e n t i u s the Mythographer (Columbus, Ohio 1971) 

49 n. I t i s repeated by Vaticanus T e r t i u s i n the "Prooemium," ed. Bode 

( C e l l e 1834) 152-53. For the standard v e r s i o n o f the o r i g i n s o f i d o l a t r y as 

i t appears i n c h r o n i c l e l i t e r a t u r e , see P e t e r Comestor, Historia scholastica, 

l i b e r Genesis, c h . 40, "De morte B e l i e t o r t u idolorum," (PL 198.1090); 

and V i n c e n t o f Beauvais, Speculum historlale, I . c h . 102, "De o r t u i d o l a t r i e 

sub Nino" (I quote from the Venetian edn. o f 1494). C f . I s i d o r e , 

Etymologiarum l i b r i 8.11.23. C f . a l s o St Augustine, De civitate Dei 14.28 

and 18.12. 
5 E m i l e G. Leonard, Gli Angioini di Napoli, t r . R. L i g u o r i (Varese 

1967) 374; N i c o l a s Cheetham, Mediaeval Greece (New Haven, Conn. 1981) 166-68. 
6 

See, f o r example, Konrad M i l l e r , Mappaeimindl ( S t u t t g a r t 1895-98) 

, v o l . 3, p l a t e 1; o r v o l . 2, p l a t e 11, where o n l y two c i t i e s , Thebes and 

Athens, are shown i n Greece. Thebes i n Mysia appears f r e q u e n t l y i n the 

works o f Ovid a l s o ; see f o r example Metamorphoses 12.110; 13.173; Tristia 

4.3.29; and compare Pomponius Mela, De s i t u orbis 1.18. For the b i b l i c a l 

Thebes, see f o r example I I Samuel 11:21. 
7 J.R. Lumby, ed., The Chronicles and Memorials of Great Britain and 

Ireland, No. 41 (London 1865-86) V o l . 1, p. 196 
g 

M i l l e r , Mappaemundi (at n. 6) v o l . 5, p. 21. 
9 

Gi o v a n n i B o c c a c c i o , Genealogie deorum gentilium l i b r i , ed. V. Romano 

( B a r i 1951) v o l . 1, p. 97. Another i s Honorius o f Autun, who w r i t e s t h a t 

Egypt i s a l a n d named f o r Aegyptus, b r o t h e r o f Danaus, and t h a t i n Egypt 
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" e s t p r o v i n c i a Thebaida, a c i v i t a t e Thebe cognominata, quam Cadmus Agenoris 

f i l i u s i n Aegyptum veniens a e d i f i c a v i t , Thebas secundum i l l a m quam i n Boet i a 

c o n s t r u x i t , nominans" (De imagine mundi l i b r i tres, PL 172. 126-27). 

10 

The Modern E n g l i s h a d j e c t i v e " t h e b a i c " means "of o r p e r t a i n i n g to 

opium," presumably because E g y p t i a n Thebes was renowned as a c e n t r e o f the 

opium trade (OED) . 

** Paulus O r o s i u s , Mstoriarum adversum paganos l i b r i vii, ed. C. 

Zangemeister (Vienna 1882; r p t . H ildesheim 1967) 1.10.1 (p. 59). E n g l i s h 

t r a n s l a t i o n by I.W. Raymond, Seven Books of History Against the Pagans, (New 

York 1936) 59. 

12 
1.12; ed. Zangemeister, 61-62; Raymond, 61. 

* 3 Historia de duabus civitatibus, ed. Hofmeister, MGH Scriptores r e r u n 

Germanicarum, 58 (Hannover and L e i p z i g 1912) 45; E n g l i s h t r a n s l a t i o n from 

O t t o of Frelsing, The Two Cities, t r . C.C. Mierow (New York 1928) 131. Otto 

i s q u o t i n g the Rhetorica ad Herennium, 4.25. 

14 

Cf. De civitate Dei 18.2 and passim, where c h r o n o l o g i c a l sequence i s 

e s t a b l i s h e d by r e f e r e n c e to the events i n the O l d Testament. I have seen 

the l a t e - m e d i a e v a l commentary which reproduces the Eusebian t a b l e s i n Diui 

Aurelij Augustini . . . De ciuitate dei . . . Cum commentarlis Thome Valois 

et Nicolai Triueth nec non additionibus Jacobi Passauantij (Lugduni 1520). 

^ Hieronymi Chronicon, ed. R.W.O. Helm (2nd ed., B e r l i n 1956) 57b, and 

repeated i n many u n i v e r s a l c h r o n i c l e s . See f o r example V i n c e n t o f Beauvais, 

Speculum historiale 2.57, "De Gedeone e t Abimelech e t T h o l a e t l a i r . " 

* 6 Ed. Helm, 57b; and repeated i n the c h r o n i c l e s . See f o r example 

P e t e r Comestor, Historia scholastica PL 198.1271; a l s o De civitate Dei, 18.14. 

17 
Ed. Helm, 58b. A manuscript o f P e t e r Comestor's Historia scholastica 

r 
now i n Munich ( S t a a t s b i b l . MS. Clm. 17405) con t a i n s a m i n i a t u r e ( f o l . 3 ) i n 

which the l i b e r a l a r t s are represented as p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n s . Behind the 

f i g u r e r e p r e s e n t i n g "musica" i s a c i t y , i n s c r i b e d "Thebes". The m i n i a t u r e 

i s reproduced i n Johannes Damrich, Ein Kunstlerdreiblatt des XIII Jahrhunderts 

aus Kloster Scheyern (Strassburg 1904) 26. 

18 
Ed. Helm, 61b. On Lydgate's use o f t h i s a l l e g o r y , see below. 

19 
These i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s appear i n the c h r o n i c l e t r a d i t i o n as w e l l . See 

f o r example Historia scholastica, PL 198.1283 f o r the Centaurs, 1290 f o r 
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Ulysses (where the meretrices o f Eusebius have become simple m u l i e r e s ) ; a l s o 

De civitate Dei, 18.13 and 18.18. 

20 

Polychronicon, ed. Lumby, V o l . 2, pp. 340-42; c f . A r n u l f o f Orleans, 

" A l l e g o r i a e super O v i d i i Metamorphosin," i n Fausto G h i s a l b e r t i , Arnolfo 

d'Orleans, un cultore di Ovidio nel secolo XII (Milan 1932) 207; John o f 

Garland, Jnteguroenta Ovidii, ed. Fausto G h i s a l b e r t i (Milan and Messina 1933) 

47; Giovanni d e l V i r g i l i o , " A l l e g o r i e Librorum O v i d i i Metamorphoseos," i n 

Fausto G h i s a l b e r t i , "Giovanni d e l V i r g i l i o e s p o s i t o r e d e l l e Metanorfose," 

II Giornale Dantesco, 34, U.S. 4 (1931) 51. 

21 

And compare De civitate Dei 18.8, where S t Augustine remarks t h a t 

"many o t h e r legendary s t o r i e s were f i r s t made up i n the Greece o f those days; 

i n f a c t , down to the r e i g n o f Cecrops a t Athens, which was when the c i t y was 

g i v e n i t s name, and when God l e d h i s people from Egypt through the agency o f 

Moses, the Greeks e n r o l l e d a number o f departed human beings among the 

number o f the gods. Such was t h e i r b l i n d s u p e r s t i t i o n and t h e i r c h a r a c t e r ­

i s t i c f o l l y . " 

22 

B e r y l Smalley's comment i n Historians in the Middle Ages (London 1974), 

t h a t the De civitate Dei "was too long and rambling to share the immense 

p o p u l a r i t y o f h i s o t h e r works . . . . I t i n f l u e n c e d medieval h i s t o r i a n s 

through the d i s t o r t i n g i n f l u e n c e o f Augustine's d i s c i p l e O r o s i u s " (p. 44) 

seems t o me to be m i s l e a d i n g , a t l e a s t w i t h r e g a r d t o the l a t e r Middle Ages. 

Compare the r e f l e c t i o n s o f John T a y l o r , The Universal Chronicle of Ranulf 

Higden (Oxford 1966) , to the e f f e c t t h a t " i f Eusebius p r o v i d e d u n i v e r s a l 

h i s t o r y w i t h i t s chronology, Augustine s u p p l i e d i t w i t h i t s p h i l o s o p h y " 

(p. 3 4). And see B e r y l Smalley's own remarks on the f o u r t e e n t h - c e n t u r y 

commentators on the De civitate Dei (n. 24, below) . 

23 

O t t o (11117-1158) as h a l f - b r o t h e r t o Conrad I I I and a t r u s t e d uncle 

o f F r e d r i c k I Hohenstauffen, l i v e d c l o s e t o the c e n t r e o f a f f a i r s i n the 

Holy Roman Empire. C f . The Two Cities, t r a n s . C.C. Mierow (at n. 13) i n t r o ­

d u c t i o n . Henry o f Marcy was abbot o f C l a i r v a u x from 1176 u n t i l 1179. His 

De peregrinante civitate Dei i s p r i n t e d i n PL 204.251-402. Hugh o f 

S t V i c t o r ' s p h i l o s o p h y o f h i s t o r y i s d i s c u s s e d a t l e n g t h i n Joachim E h l e r s , 

Hugo von St. Viktor, Studien zum Geschichtsdenken und zur Geschichts-

schreibung des 12. Jahrhunderts (Wiesbaden 1973) . See a l s o W.M. Green, 

"Hugo o f S t . V i c t o r : De T r i h u s Maximis Circumstantiis Gestorum," Speculum 

18 (1943) 484-93. 
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24 
A. de Laborde, Les manuscrits a peintures de la Cite de Dieu de Saint 

Augustin, 3 v o l s . ( P a r i s 1909); B e r y l Smalley, English Friars and Antiquity 

in the Early Fourteenth Century (New York 1960) devotes chapters to Thomas 

Waleys and John R i d e v a l l . On Raoul de P r a e l l e s , see de Laborde, V o l . 1, 

pp. 44 f f . A commentary by F r a n c a i s de Mayronis preceded t h a t o f de P r a e l l e s 

i n F r a n c e . 

25 

Jean Danielou, From Shadows to Reality: Studies.in the Biblical 

Typology of the Fathers, t r . Hibberd (London I960); Henri Marrou, "S. Augustin 

e t l'augustinisme h i s t o r i q u e , " i n La storlografia altomedievale, 2 v o l s . 

(Spoleto 1970) V o l . 1, pp. 59-87. 

26 ^_ . . 

The m i n i a t u r e s i n manuscripts o f De P r a e l l e s 1 t r a n s l a t i o n may be seen 

i n Alexandre de Laborde, Les manuscrits a peintures de la Cite de Dieu de 

Saint Augustin, 3 v o l s . ( P a r i s 1909). For four e xtant copies from the l i b r a r y 

o f Jean de B e r r y , see M i l l a r d Meiss, French Painting in the Time of Jean de 

Berry (London 1967) ,vol. 1, pp. 309, 312, 314. These types o f the civitas 

terrena were o f t e n noted i n the u n i v e r s a l c h r o n i c l e s ; see f o r example V i n c e n t 

o f Beauvais, Speculum historlale, bk. 1, Ch. 57, "De o r t u e c c l e s i e ab A b e l " : 

"Cayn vero nequissime a v a r a t i e i n s e r v i e n s , terram c o l u i t ac de p e i o r i b u s 

f r u c t i b u s deo o b t u l i t ; p o s t peccatum i n fratrem, de s a l u t e e t e m a desperat; 

e t q u a s i c i v i s terrenus c i v i t a t e m i n t e r r a primus c o n d i d i t , r a p i n i s e t 

v i o l e n t i a opes congregans; suos ad l a t r o c i n i a i n v i t a v i t , " e t c . (I quote from 

the Venetian e d i t i o n o f 1494.) 

27 

On the e x t e n s i o n o f typology to n o n - b i b l i c a l events, see K a r l H e i n r i c h 

Kruger, Die Universalchroniken (Brepols 1976) 28-29; E r i c h Auerbach, " F i g u r a , " 

i n Archivium Romanicum 22 (1938) 436-89; Jean Danielou (at n. 25). The 

t h i r t e e n t h - c e n t u r y commentary on Lucan's Pharsalia, by A r n u l f o f Orleans, 

gives an example o f such t y p o l o g i c a l r eading o f c l a s s i c a l h i s t o r y : "Pompey's 

death has s a n c t i f i e d the l a n d o f the N i l e as the C r u c i f i x i o n has made o f 

C a l v a r y a h o l y p l a c e (IX.82) and . . . the w i l l i n g n e s s o f a s a c r i f i c i a l 

animal, c o n s i d e r e d a good omen by the a n c i e n t s , may be compared to C h r i s t ' s 

s e l f - s a c r i f i c e ( I . 609)," Berthe M. M a r t i , Arnulfi Aurelianensis glosule 

super Lucanum (Rome 1958) x l i i i . 

28 

St Augustine p r o v i d e s a s u c c i n c t statement o f the t r o p o l o g i c a l s i g n i f i ­

cance o f "Babylon" again i n h i s sermon on Psalm 64, "The C a n t i c l e o f Jeremias 

and E z e c h i e l to the People o f the C a p t i v i t y , when they began to go out," with 

r e f e r e n c e to v. 2, "A vow s h a l l be p a i d to thee i n Jerusalem": "Et u i d e t e 
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nomina duarum istarum c i u i t a t u m , Babylonis e t Ierusalem. Babylon c o n f u s i o 

i n t e r p r e t a t u r , Ierusalem u i s i o p a c i s . . . . Duas i s t a s c i u i t a t e s f a c i u n t 

duo amores: Ierusalem f a c i t amor Dei; Babyloniam f a c i t amor s a e c u l i . 

I n t e r r o g e t ergo se quisque q u i d amet, e t i n u e n i e t unde s i t c i u i s . " The 

commentary goes on to remark t h a t the "Babylonian" who i s d w e l l i n g i n the 

c o n f u s i o n o f a s e l f i s h w i l l goes out o f Babylon when l e a r n i n g t o recognize 

c h a r i t y : " I n c i p i t e x i r e q u i i n c i p i t amare. Exeunt enim m u l t i l a t e n t e r , 

e t exeuntium pedes sunt c o r d i s a f f e c t u s ; Exeunt autem de B a b y l o n i a . Quid 

e s t de Babylonia? De c o n f u s i o n e . Quomodo e x i t u r de Babylone, i d e s t de 

confusione? Qui primo c o n f u s i erant s i m i l i b u s c u p i d i t a t i b u s , i n c i p i u n t 

c a r i t a t e d i s t i n g u i ; iam d i s t i n c t i , non sunt c o n f u s i . " (Ennarrationes i n 

Psalmos, Corpus C h r i s t i a n o r u m , S e r i e s L a t i n a , 39 (Brepols 1956) 823. Cf. 

De civitate Dei, 11.1. 

29 
De civitate Dei, 16.10. 

30 
P a o l i n o Veneto, Chronologia Magna i n i t s f u l l e s t v e r s i o n , i n B i b l i o t e c a 

A p o s t o l i c a V a t i c a n a MS. L a t . 1960, f . 5 6 r V . P a o l i n o ' s summary o f Theban 

h i s t o r y extends from the b i r t h o f Oedipus to the deaths of P o l y n e i c e s and 

E t e o c l e s . I t i s almost c e r t a i n l y indebted to the t r a d i t i o n o f the Roman de 

Thebes, prose c o p i e s o f which are known to have been made i n northern I t a l y 

and i n Naples d u r i n g P a o l i n o ' s l i f e t i m e ; see A l e s s a n d r a P. Saggese, J romanzi 

cavalereschi miniati a Napoli (Naples 1979). On Boccaccio's r e l a t i o n s with 

P a o l i n o , see Aldo Maria C o s t a n t i n i , "La polemica con F r a P a o l i n o da Venezia," 

Studi sui Boccaccio ID (1978) 255-75. On the Histoire ancienne, see P a u l 

Meyer, "Les premieres c o m p i l a t i o n s f r a n c a i s e s d ' h i s t o i r e ancienne," Romania 

14 (1885) 1-81; P a u l Zumthor, Histoire litteraire de la France medievale 

(Vle-XIVe siecles) ( P a r i s 1954) 230 f f . 
3 1 See above, n. 12. Robert Hanning, The Vision of History in Early 

Britain (New York 1966), makes the f o l l o w i n g comment on the t y p o l o g i c a l h a b i t 

o f thought i n the Middle Ages and i t s consequences i n the l i t e r a r y d e p i c t i o n 

o f c h a r a c t e r . H i s comment s u i t s the case o f the mediaeval Oedipus w e l l , 

although i t i s not made with r e f e r e n c e to Oedipus: 

Furthermore, the concept o f typology and the v i v i d apprehension 

o f C h r i s t ' s continued l i f e i n the Church and her members s h a r p l y 

l i m i t e d , i f i t d i d not e n t i r e l y suppress, the p o r t r a y a l o f i n d i v i d ­

u a l i z e d c h a r a c t e r as we know i t i n the n o v e l , o r even i n the 

'genetic c h a r a c t e r s ' o f Greek l i t e r a t u r e . (p. 16) 
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The g e n e r a l method o f O r o s i u s ' Historia c l e a r l y d e r i v e s from S t Augustine, 

and t h i s i s nowhere more e v i d e n t than i n h i s d i s c u s s i o n of types f o r the two 

c i t i e s . There are, however, d i s t i n c t i o n s to be made when d i s c u s s i n g the 

h i s t o r i o g r a p h y o f these two w r i t e r s , i n c l u d i n g the notable absence o f t r o p o ­

l o g i c a l a n a l y s i s i n O r o s i u s . For o t h e r departures from the model o f the 

De civitate Dei, see Hanning's d i s c u s s i o n , pp. 37-43. 

32 
De Laborde (at n. 26) v o l . 1, p. 61. 

3 3 The accessus was p u b l i s h e d i n 1866 from a p o s s i b l y unique manuscript, 

now l o s t : M o r i t z Schmidt, " E i n s c h o l i o n zum S t a t i u s , " Philologvs 23 (1866) 

541-47. Schmidt r e p o r t s t h a t the manuscript was bought i n Orbino, and argues 

t h a t i t s o r i g i n was i n the f o u r t e e n t h century, but the a b b r e v i a t i o n s and 

orthography o f the accessus as t r a n s c r i b e d by Schmidt suggest an e a r l i e r date 

and p o s s i b l y a n o r t h e r n p l a c e o f o r i g i n . 

34 

Four manuscripts o f S t a t i u s ' Thebaid c o n t a i n an i n t r o d u c t o r y "compen­

dium" o f the h i s t o r y o f the house o f Oedipus from the marriage between I o c a s t a 

and L a i u s to the d e f e a t o f Creon by Theseus: B i b l i o t e c a A p o s t o l i c a V a t i c a n a 

MS. Ottob. l a t . 1475 and MS. Reg. 1375; P a r i s : BN MS. Par. 7936, and London: 

BL Burney 257. The author i s "Laurentius Campanus" (Laurent de P r e m i e r f a i t ) . 

The summary proceeds i n a c o n v e n t i o n a l manner up to the war o f the Seven 

a g a i n s t Thebes, g i v i n g a b r i e f account l i k e those o f e a r l i e r accessus to the 

Thebaid and o f mediaeval c h r o n i c l e s o f the a n c i e n t world. However, Laurent's 

v e r s i o n o f Oedipus' l a s t years i s s u r p r i s i n g l y o r i g i n a l s What S t a t i u s says 

o f Oedipus — t h a t he r e j o i c e d a t the news h i s sons had k i l l e d each o t h e r — 

i s i m p o s s i b l e to b e l i e v e . Oedipus d i d not a f f i r m h i s curse on P o l y n e i c e s 

and E t e o c l e s as S t a t i u s says; r a t h e r , a f t e r t h e i r deaths, he cursed the day 

he had cursed h i s sons, and he a l s o cursed Creon, who had o c c u p i e d the throne 

o f Thebes a f t e r t h e i r deaths and sent Oedipus i n t o e x i l e . Having thus 

c o r r e c t e d h i s auctor and given us a more sympathetic view o f Oedipus' charac­

t e r , Laurent q u i c k l y draws h i s summary to a c l o s e . 
3 ^ "Onde alcuno g i a s i t r a s s e l i o c c h i , perche l a vergogna d'entro non 

paresse d i f u o r i s i come d i c e S t a z i o poeta d e l tebano Edipo, quando d i c e che 

'con e t t e r n a notte s o l v e t t e l o suo dannato pudore'" (Convivio, 3.8.10, ed. 

S i m o n e l l i , p. 97). The passage a l l u d e s to t h a t scene, at the beginning o f 

the Thebaid, i n which Oedipus c a l l s f o r vengeance on h i s c r u e l sons. 
3 6 J u l i a E b e l , " T r o i l u s and Oedipus: The Genealogy o f an Image," English 

Studies 55 (1974) 15-21. 
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3 7 On the h i s t o r i e s o f Thebes i n the compilations c a l l e d Histoire 

ancienne jusqu'a Cesar, see Paul Meyer, "Les premieres c o m p i l a t i o n s f r a n c a i s e s 

d ' h i s t o i r e ancienne," Romania 14 (1885) 1-81. On Lydgate's sources see A x e l 

Erdmann and E i l e r t E k w a l l , Lydgate's Siege of Thebes, EETS, E.S. 125 (1930). 

38 

I quote from the e d i t i o n o f Axel Erdmann, John Lydgate, The Siege of 

Thebes, EETS, E.S. 108 (1911), with punctuation and orthography normalized. 

39 
GeneAlogie, 5.30, end. 

40 
Bede's commentary on I I Esdras i s quoted i n extenso i n the Glossa 

ordinaria. He i n t e r p r e t s Artaxerxes as a figure f o r God, and Nehemiah as a 

f i g u r e f o r the preachers who b u i l t the Church: 

C o n g r u i t f i g u r a Nehemiae e t Sanctis p r a e d i c a t o r i b u s , quorum 

m i n i s t e r o superna nobis c o n s o l a t i o p r a e s t a t u s , dum, p o s t lapsum 

p e c c a t i , spem veniae ac p r o p i t i a t i o n i s d i v i n a e p o e n i t e n t i b u s 

p o l l i c e n t e s , q u a s i d i r u t a ab h o s t i b u s Jerosolymorum moenia murosque 

r e s t a u r a n t . (PL 91. 383, c f . 885) 

In a s i m i l a r f a s h i o n , the music o f the Psalms i s s a i d t o accompany the b u i l d ­

i n g o f the New Jerusalem, see De civitate Dei, 17.14; Pe t e r Lombard e x p l a i n s 

t h a t the t i t l e o f Psalm 95, "Psalmus i p s i David, quando domus Dei a e d i f i c a -

b a t u r p o s t c a p t i v i t a t e m " r e f e r s t r o p o l o g i c a l l y t o the r e b u i l d i n g o f the 

civitas Dei i n the s o u l p r e v i o u s l y c a p t i v e o f s i n . Quoting S t Augustine, the 

commentary says t h a t b u i l d i n g t h i s Jerusalem i s accompanied, i n d e e d accomp­

l i s h e d , by s i n g i n g the new song o f c h a r i t y : 

Vetus autem canticum c a n t a t c u p i d i t a s ; novum c h a r i t a s , quae i p s a 

e s t novum canticum. Cantare autem ipsum a e d i f i c a r e e s t " (PL 191. 

879) . 

41 
Gregory the Great, i n h i s commentary on the seven p e n i t e n t i a l psalms, 

d i s c u s s e s the f i g u r a t i v e Babylon and Jerusalem i n terms o f the b u i l d i n g 

m a t e r i a l s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h those two c i t i e s . The b r i c k s and mortar o f 

Babylon f i g u r e the impermanence o f w o r l d l y d e s i r e s : "Per quod i n t e l l i g i t u r 

quod mundi amatores c a r n a l i s v i t a e construunt municipium, quod ad vim 

ventorum, e t impetus f l u v i i , f a c i l i i m p u l s i v e l o c i t e r e s t subruendum." 

The New Jerusalem i s b u i l t o f sturdy square stones o f d i s c i p l i n e and f o r t i ­

tude: " L a t e r i b u s quippe cadentibus, l a p i d i b u s q u a d r i s a e d i f i c a t , cuicunque 
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c a m i s l a s c i v i a m d i s c i p l i n a e s t r i c t i o r i s r i g o r e c a s t i g a t , q u i membrorum legem 

mentis l e g e s u p e r a t , q u i c o r p o r i s f o r t i t u d i n e m s p i r i t u s v i r t u t e commutat" 

(PL 79. 598). C f . Hugh o f St V i c t o r , De claustro animae 3.12 (PL 176. 1114), 

who i n t e r p r e t s the s q u a r i n g o f the stones to b u i l d the temple a t Jerusalem as 

a f i g u r e f o r the i n f l u e n c e o f monastic d i s c i p l i n e on i r a s c i b l e and i n t r a c t ­

able churchmen. These d i v e r s e sources a l l p r e s e n t square stones as f i g u r e s 

f o r s t a b l e elements i n a harmonious community. 

T r a n s l a t i o n s 

115 And note t h a t [people] from E g y p t i a n Thebes are c a l l e d Thebaei, 

[those] from G r e c i a n Thebes, Thebani, [those] from Judean Thebes 

T h e b i t a e . 

115 T h i s r e g i o n i s c a l l e d B o e o t i a . For Cadmus, the son o f Agenor, 

when he came there found a cow and s a c r i f i c i n g i t to the gods he 

b u i l t Thebes and named the r e g i o n B o e o t i a . From t h i s [ c i t y ] they 

are c a l l e d Thebani; from the o t h e r , which he c o n s t r u c t e d i n Egypt, 

Thebaei . 

116 Again, d u r i n g the seven hundred and s e v e n t y - f i f t h y e a r b e f o r e the 

founding o f [Rome], i n the course o f the q u a r r e l between Danaus 

and h i s b r o t h e r Aegyptus, the daughters o f the former murdered the 

f i f t y sons o f the l a t t e r . L a t e r Danaus h i m s e l f , the i n s t i g a t o r 

o f these many crimes, was d r i v e n from the kingdom which he had won 

by many shameful deeds. 

116 . I am a l s o o m i t t i n g those s t o r i e s about Perseus, Cadmus, the Thebans, 

and the Spartans, which Palaephatus d e s c r i b e s as he d e s c r i b e s t h e i r 

winding course through mazes o f s u c c e s s i v e e v i l s . . . . I omit 

Oedipus, the s l a y e r o f h i s f a t h e r , the husband o f h i s mother, the 

b r o t h e r o f t h e i r c h i l d r e n , h i s own s t e p f a t h e r . I p r e f e r t o be 

s i l e n t about how the b r o t h e r s E t e o c l e s and P o l y n e i c e s a t t a c k e d each 

o t h e r , each one s t r i v i n g to be the murderer o f the o t h e r . 

117 The c o n t r o l o f Greece was i n the hands o f the A t h e n i a n s . The 

Spartans p r e v a i l e d over the Athenians, the Thebans overcame the 

Spartans, the Macedonians conquered the Thebans and soon subdued 

A s i a i n war and added i t to the empire o f Greece. 
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p . l i e Cadmus r u l e d Thebes, whose daughter Semele gave b i r t h to D i o n y s i u s , 

t h a t i s L i b e r p a t e r , and under whose [ r e i g n j l i v e d Theban L i n u s , 

the m u s i c i a n . 

p. 118 Theban Linus and Zethus and Amphion became famous f o r t h e i r m u s i c a l 

a r t . Amphion and Zethus were r u l i n g i n Thebes. 

p. 118 With Cadmus e x p e l l e d from Thebes, Amphion and Zethus r u l e d . 

p . 118 Amphion r u l e d Thebes, who, i t i s s a i d , had moved rocks by the 

sound o f h i s l y r e . But i t i s s a i d o f l i s t e n e r s w i t h hard, o r , as 

I w i l l say, r o c k - l i k e , h e a r t s . 

p . 122 Two loves made the two c i t i e s , the e a r t h l y one love o f s e l f even 

to the contempt o f God, the heavenly one l o v e o f God even to the 

contempt o f s e l f . 




