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Renegotiating Antiquity with/in Her-
bert’s Roman de Dolopathos*  
RAMANI CHANDRAMOHAN 

The Queen’s College, University of Oxford 

ABSTRACT 
At first sight, Herbert’s thirteenth-century Dolopathos straightforwardly constitutes 
matière de Rome with its setting in Augustan Sicily, placement alongside the romans 
antiques of Paris, BnF fr. 1450 and frame tales featuring Homeric, Ovidian and 
Petronian motifs. However, this paper contends that ‘the problem of Paganism’ 
complicates notions of passive and linear acts of classical reception in the romance, 
particularly through the protagonist Lucimien’s mentor, Virgil. Following the twelfth-
century Latin Dolopathos of Jean de Haute-Seille (Johannes de Alta Silva), Herbert 
uses Virgil to provide an epistemological foundation for the divine revelation which 
compels Lucimien to abandon Graeco-Roman paganism for Christianity. 
Consequently, this insertion of Virgil into the Seven Sages of Rome tradition 
unexpectedly renders ambiguous his position in the Western, clerical canon. The 
challenges of grappling with the auctores in the vernacular expose Herbert’s ignorance 
and uncertainty at times, alongside his guises of authority and intentionality. Finally, 
the narrative valorisation of the medieval scholasticism that underpins the dynamic 
between Virgil and Lucimien arguably also creates new interpretations of masculinity 
via the concept of homosociality, allowing modern audiences to partake in the Old 
French Dolopathos’ ongoing entanglement with classical reception. 
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1  Introduction 

In contemporary reception studies, “the direct linear descent from antiquity to the 
present is recognised as a teleological idealisation, an aesthetic or political or cul-
tural fantasy,” as highlighted by the collective volume Postclassicisms.1 In seeking 
to contribute to the ongoing reconceptualisation of classicism’s enduring config-
urations, this essay will show how writers in the Middle Ages were implicated in 
more “entangled histories of engagement,” in contrast to the way that the recep-
tion of the classical past has consistently and traditionally been understood via 
genealogical terms.2 Within Western medieval historiography, the notion of trans-
latio studii et imperii commonly worked on the basis of a lineage between civilisa-
tions, at least nominally assuming that knowledge and power were transferred from 
ancient Greece and Rome to medieval Europe and Christendom. I will focus here 
on the understudied example of Herbert’s early thirteenth-century Roman de 
Dolopathos, a text that unsettles the linear forms of translatio studii et imperii upon 
which it is seemingly built; in doing so, I will draw upon the fields of literary 
theory, gender studies, and the history of the book.  

Herbert’s Dolopathos is a verse romance originating from Lorraine in the north-
east of France.3 It translates a twelfth-century Latin prose text, Dolopathos, sive 
Rege et Septem Sapientibus, by the Cistercian monk Jean de Haute-Seille (Johannes 
de Alta Silva), which represents one of the earliest surviving Western versions of 
the Seven Sages of Rome narrative tradition. Although this story cycle once circu-
lated in over thirty languages across Asia, the Middle East and Europe, the Dolo-
pathos branch in particular lost public and academic popularity between the six-
teenth and twentieth centuries4 before undergoing a critical rehabilitation, along 
with other versions of the Seven Sages, in recent times.5 Five extant manuscripts 
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1  Blanshard, Goldhill, Güthenke et al., Postclassicisms, 26.  
2  Ibid., 27. 
3  The genres of hagiography and specula principum are also integral to the Dolopathos.  
4  See, for instance, de Bruix, Turbaine and Le Blanc de Guillet, eds., Le Conservateur, 178–209 and Paris, 

Deux rédactions, 1. I acknowledge that the Dolopathos was referenced in regional and national histories of 
France during the early modern period, starting with Claude Fauchet in 1581, and both Latin and Old 
French versions were edited for the first time in the nineteenth century. See Fauchet, Recueil de l’origine 
de la langue et poesie françoise, 105–7 and Foehr-Janssens and Métry, Dolopathos, 9–10.  

5  Aside from the work of Mary B. Speer, Jean-Luc Leclanche, Yasmina Foehr-Janssens and Penny Simons 
in the 1980s and 1990s, the Dolopathos received little critical attention in the twentieth century. See, for 
instance, Speer, Le “Roman des Sept Sages de Rome;” Leclanche, ed., Le Roman de Dolopathos; Foehr-
Janssens, Le Temps des fables; and Simons, “Reading and the Book.” Two contemporary research projects 
have helped to revive scholarly interest in the Seven Sages: “Canoniser les Sept Sages” run by the Université 
de Genève and Université Libre de Bruxelles (2021–25) and “The Seven Sages of Rome: Editing and Reap-
praising a Forgotten Premodern Classic from Global and Gendered Perspectives” (2023–26), a collaboration 
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contain Herbert’s Dolopathos:6 MSS A (BnF fr. 1450), B (BnF fr. 24301), M (Bib-
liothèque Inter-Universitaire de Montpellier, Section Médecine, H 436), F (BnF 
naf 934) and F2 (Metz, Bibliothèque Patrimoniale Réserve Précieuse, 1629)7, with 
the latter two being fragments of one to two folios.8 In narratological terms, the 
kernels of the Seven Sages’ plot concern a prince (Lucinius in Jean’s version, Luci-
mien in Herbert’s), who is accused of raping his stepmother in a reflection of the 
Potiphar’s wife motif.9 Since he has been sworn to silence by a curse or by his 
mentor(s) —in this case, Virgil—seven male sages successfully intervene on his 
behalf to persuade the king not to execute him by recounting moralising tales. 
Whereas other Western iterations of the narrative tradition include the Seven 
Sages as instructors of the young prince, in the Dolopathos Virgil acts as Lucimien’s 
only teacher. The Latin and Old French Dolopathos both conclude with the prince 
converting from Graeco-Roman paganism to Christianity when he accedes to the 
throne after his trial. This satellite, or supplementary event, does not occur in the 
narratives of any other versions of the Seven Sages and acts as a driving force behind 
the authorial instrumentalisation of the classics that this essay will analyse.  

Whilst the Latin and Old French Dolopathos share virtually the same plot, sev-
eral important differences stand out. Herbert extends Jean’s original by adding two 
episodes to the second Sage’s story of “Gaza” and introducing the misogynistic 
frame tale “Inclusa” during Virgil’s contribution to the trial. “Gaza” focuses on a 
knight who pillages royal treasure with his father and resists all the king’s subse-
quent attempts at capture. The Old French Dolopathos features two additional 
challenges faced by the knight, as well as his marriage to the king’s daughter at 
the end of the tale, with this nuptial motif bearing some similarities to the story 
of King Rhampsinitus, as transmitted by Herodotus.10 These amplifications—
from the thieving knight’s wedding in “Gaza” to the affair between an unhappily 
married woman and a rich, dashing young man in “Inclusa”—also show how 

 
between the University of St Andrews and Freie Universität Berlin. See “Canoniser les Sept Sages,” 
<https://www.unige.ch/c7s/> and “The Seven Sages of Rome,” <https://seven-sages-of-
rome.org/>.  

6  A lost, presumably complete, copy of the Dolopathos was cited by Claude Fauchet in the sixteenth century, 
which differs from other versions in its final dedication.  

7  See Herbin, “Un fragment inédit du Dolopathos en vers,” 258–72. 
8  Where manuscripts other than those containing the Dolopathos are cited, the full shelfmark will be 

referenced to avoid confusion between different schemes of sigla. Charles Brunet and Anatole de 
Montaiglon established the sigla for MSS A and B. See Brunet and de Montaiglon, eds., Li Romans de 
Dolopathos. Jean-Luc Leclanche then added the sigla for MSS M and F. These editors worked on the two 
complete versions of the Dolopathos (MS B in Brunet and Montaiglon’s case and MS M in Leclanche’s). 
Unless otherwise indicated, all quotations of the primary text in this essay come from MS M and all 
translations, as well as all uses of bold type in citations, are my own.   

9  Note that “research so far has entirely dismissed the woman’s version of events as false and accepted the 
man’s account and interpretation because the crucial heterodiegetic narrator’s version broadly fits in with 
the man’s account” even though the narrative tradition “explicitly teaches that any version and 
interpretation of events can only ever be limited.” Bildhauer, “Every Narrator Is Biased,” 138.   

10  Despite this specific connection, it should be acknowledged that both versions of the Dolopathos draw upon 
elements of the story of King Rhampsinitus. See Speer, “Translatio as Inventio,” 145–55. Note Hasan El-
Shamy’s argument that the tale either originated from Egypt or was Egyptianised prior to Herodotus. See 
El-Shamy, “The Story of Rhampsinitus,” 163. 
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“Herbert entreprend […] de donner une nouvelle dimension au discours amoureux 
dans son œuvre” as part of his courtly interpretation of Jean’s narrative.11  

The divergences between Jean’s and Herbert’s texts at the level of form further 
signal these differing narrative and generic priorities. In Herbert’s prologue, he 
consciously opens up the Dolopathos to audiences outside of Jean’s monastic milieu 
by transposing the latter’s Latin prose into Old French octosyllablic couplets—
Herberz la vuet en romans traire (“Herbert wants to translate it [the Latin Dolo-
pathos] into French,” v. 23) —and framing the resulting work as a specifically ver-
nacular romance. In this way, Herbert carves out his own contributions as a trans-
lator of the written word, but also adaptor and continuator, following Jean’s 
declaration in the paratexts of the Latin Dolopathos that he will be the first to 
record King Dolopathos’ story before it is forgotten.12 Whilst Jean dedicates his 
work to Bertram, Bishop of Metz (“Reuerendo patri ac domino Bertrando, dei 
ordinatione Metensi episcopo,” 1:1–2),13 Herbert addresses King Louis VIII (“El 
nom et en la reverance / Del fil Phelipe, a roi de France, / Loeÿs […],” vv. 25–
27).14 This shift from ecclesiastical to royal dedicatee indicates the gap between, 
on the one hand, Jean’s “clerical anticourtliness”, and, on the other, Herbert’s 
“revisionist courtliness” in terms of literary aims and modes.15 As Herbert seeks to 
establish the place of clerics within the courtly sphere more firmly than his pre-
decessor, he makes various interventions by, for instance, embellishing Jean’s de-
scriptions with details reminiscent of other vernacular courtly romances,16 treating 
certain classical sources more obliquely than Jean, and condensing the theological 
content of Lucimien’s proselytisation by a recent convert to Christianity to make 
it more accessible to a lay audience.17  

In the Old French Dolopathos, classical allusions rarely arise as gratuitous forms 
of inheritance. Instead, they function as vehicles for articulating the anxieties that 
come about through acts of cultural, religious and literary transformation. Herbert 
replicates Jean’s Latin hypotext by decisively shaping his depiction of the pagan 

 
11  “Herbert attempts to add a new dimension to the amatory discourse of his work,” Foehr-Janssens and 

Métry, Dolopathos, 26–27.  
12  Jean claims in the prologue that the story of Dolopathos’ reign was adhuc scriptoribus intacta vel forsitan 

incognita (“still untried [as a subject] by writers, or perhaps unknown to them,” 3:19–20). In the epilogue, 
he describes writing down tales which he had not read but heard (“non ut visa sed ut audita […] a me 
scripta sunt,” 107:29–31). See van Opstall, “The Wicked Stepmother,” 308. All quotations of the Latin 
Dolopathos are taken from Hilka, ed., Dolopathos sive de rege et septem sapientibus. 

13  Hilka, ed., Dolopathos sive de rege et septem sapientibus: “To the reverend father and lord Bertrand, ordained 
by God as bishop of Metz.”   

14  “In the name and in reverence / Of Philippe’s son, the King of France / Louis […].” 
15  Speer, “Translatio as Inventio,” 138, 145. See also Crosland, “Dolopathos and the Seven Sages of Rome,” 11–

12.   
16  For instance, Herbert treats Jean’s accounts of King Dolopathos’ first marriage and the parade held to 

celebrate Lucimien’s return to Palmero when he completes his education under Virgil in Rome in this way.  
Note that the Dolopathos is compiled with several of these romances, such as the Roman d’Eneas and Chré-
tien de Troyes’ works, in MS A.  

17  For other examples, see Speer, “Translatio as Inventio,” 145–55, Leclanche, ed., Le Roman de Dolopathos, 
71–76 and Foehr-Janssens, Le Temps des fables, 77–88. For consideration of how Herbert’s changes specif-
ically endorse the reigns of Philippe II and Louis VII, see Leclanche, “Les figures royales dans le Dolo-
pathos,” 31–41.   
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poet Virgil to serve his own Christian worldview and the overarching structure of 
Lucimien’s conversion narrative. The treatment of almost every aspect of the Dolo-
pathos’ classical backdrop is permeated by the narrator’s attentiveness to the con-
cerns of their contemporary audience, revealing ‘the problem of Paganism,’ which 
relates to “how writers in the Long Middle Ages saw and tackled the complex of 
issues about pagan virtue, knowledge and salvation.”18 Figures from the classical 
past could be both revered and vilified in the struggle to reconcile them with 
Christian absolutes. Despite Virgil’s pre-Christian roots, he arguably maintained a 
hegemonic status as an artistic symbol in the European Middle Ages. Herbert’s 
negotiation of this status therefore avoids a passive, reverential treatment of an-
tiquity, as well as canonicity, in the way that the Mantuan is made to subordinate 
to, and endorse, a greater divine truth.19  

The figure of Virgil also surprisingly becomes the site of authorial innovation 
in a narrative tradition that did not arise directly from a Graeco-Roman milieu and 
instead is thought to have circulated in Asia and the Middle East before spreading 
to Europe. As part of Herbert’s literary reimaginings within the courtly, vernacular 
setting of the Dolopathos, Virgil provides a crucial means of drawing out the ro-
mance’s latent valuation of male-male relationships through his rapport with Lu-
cimien in the classroom and beyond. This rapport has largely been characterised 
in relatively superficial terms by earlier scholars, with Penny Simons describing it 
as “a particular love.”20 Jean-Luc Leclanche has, to a certain extent, considered 
how and why incongruities arise between the Roman Virgil and his avatar in the 
Old French Dolopathos, as well as its Latin source text. However, he has not sought 
to do so from the perspective of an entangled, rather than linear, model of recep-
tion theory, thus limiting his insights into how clericalism affects Herbert’s gen-
eral exploration of classicism, as expressed in the origins of certain inset tales and 
the codicological nexus of MS A.21 By interrogating the roles and forms of classical 
reception within the Dolopathos, this essay highlights the wider process by which 
the Seven Sages story cycle was adapted for Western audiences, as well as the trans-
national and cosmopolitan reach of Latin literature more generally. 

In order to understand the multiple threads that constitute this work’s non-
linear approach to antiquity, I will firstly examine how the Dolopathos interacts 
with Graeco-Roman material and other classically-inspired, Old French romances 
through its setting in Augustan Sicily, its Christianising overlay and its evocation 
of political, educational and cultural dynamics within medieval Europe. The sec-
ond part of the article considers Virgil’s specific functions in Herbert’s romance as 
a source of innovation for the Seven Sages story cycle and a focal point for homo-
social bonding in the patriarchy of the text-world. Finally, I will turn to the 
Dolophathos’ inset tales which draw more ambiguously upon Ovidian, Petronian 
and Homeric motifs, thereby inviting audiences to contribute their own intertexts 
to a collaborative and less hierarchical form of classical reception. 

 
18  Marenbon, Pagans and Philosophers, 7. 
19  Ibid., 1.  
20  Simons, “Reading and the Book,” 50.  
21  See Leclanche, “Le clerc et la clergie à travers les Dolopathos.” 
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2 The Dolopathos as matière de Rome  

Herbert’s romance is a reflection of what the twelfth-century author Jean Bodel 
termed  matiere de Rome (“matter of Rome”), that is to say one of the three main 
‘categories’ of medieval French literature related to Graeco-Roman mythology and 
history, as opposed to the matiere de Bretagne (“matter of Britain”) and the matiere 
de France (“matter of France”). The work of Aimé Petit and Francine Mora-
Lebrun in particular has shed light on the classical culture of twelfth- and thir-
teenth-century vernacular authors and the ways in which they rewrote Graeco-
Roman texts.22 Evidently, the notion of reception as entanglement functions not 
only as a productive hermeneutical tool for the Dolopathos but also the wider sub-
genre of Old French, twelfth-century romans antiques (“classical romances”), 
which predated Herbert’s text and later circulated alongside it. For instance, the 
mid-thirteenth-century, Picardian MS A starts with two romans antiques (Benoît 
de Sainte-Maure’s Roman de Troie and the anonymous Roman d’Eneas), followed 
by Wace’s Roman de Brut—into which all five of Chrétien de Troyes’ romances 
are interpolated as truthful legends about King Arthur’s court23—and, lastly, the 
Dolopathos.24 In both MS A and BnF fr. 794, the so-called “Guiot” manuscript, 
the same twelfth-century material, including the Troie, the Brut and Chrétien’s 
romances, is interwoven with more recently composed thirteenth-century works, 
such as Athis et Prophilias, Calendre’s Empereurs de Rome and the Dolopathos, 
demonstrating audiences’ renewed interest in how classical narratives could fulfil 
medieval needs by legitimising dynastic claims, literary traditions and Christian 
pre-eminence over Graeco-Roman paganism. Furthermore, the enclosure of  
matière de Bretagne (Wace’s Brut and Chrétien’s intercalated romances) between 
matière de Rome at the start and end of the codex echoes the very structure of the 
Dolopathos, which situates Arthurian and Tristian evocations25 and inset stories 
with Celtic associations, notably the legend of the Swan Knight’s birth in the 
seventh Sage’s tale “Cygni,”26 within an overarching narrative framework set in 
antiquity.  

 
22  See, for instance, Petit, Naissances du roman, and Mora-Lebrun, L’ “Énéide” médiévale and “Metre en ro-

manz.” 
23  See Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, MS f. fr. 1450, (saec. XIII2/4, Picardy), fol. 139vc.  
24  Since MS M circulated on its own, its representation of classicism cannot be interpreted through the 

relationship between its text and any co-texts. However, the narratives of MSS A, B and M do not differ 
significantly from one another, making MS A a valid case study here. In MS B (BnF fr. 24301), the Dolo-
pathos may only loosely be connected to one other classical co-text, Robert de Blois’ Ovidian lai Floris et 
Lyriope, via thematic questions around the institution of marriage and the juxtaposition of Lucimien’s 
missing mother alongside the strong maternal figure of Lyriope, the mother of Narcissus. 

25  See, for example, Foehr-Janssens, Le Temps des fables, 84, 86, 140, 158–61, 171, 178, 249–54.  
26  The Latin Dolopathos was the earliest text to combine the Germanic legend of swan-children with that of 

the Swan Knight, and Godfrey of Bouillon, one of the leaders of the First Crusade, who came from the 
region of Lorraine where Jean and Herbert’s works were composed. See Leclanche, ed., Le Roman de 
Dolopathos, 67, 73. On Celtic associations more generally, see Crosland, “Dolopathos and the Seven Sages of 
Rome,” 9. Note that in MS A the last few quires have been lost in MS A, resulting in a version which ends 
during the Seventh Sage’s tale “Cygni,” specifically at the mother-in-law’s betrayal of the swan maiden (“Al 
lit a la fee l’enmaine” / “The fairy leads him to bed”), v. 9495 out of a total of 12,926 lines in Leclanche’s 
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Across the major romans antiques (the Romans de Thebes, d’Eneas, de Troie and 
d’Alexandre), the representation of classical history and mythology serves as a site 
for cultural inquiry and ideological wrangling in relation to shifting linguistic dy-
namics, as well as societal, religious and literary values. Furthermore, these romans 
antiques cast their Graeco-Roman hypotexts into new generic moulds, blending 
features of Old French epic, historiography, and hagiography whilst also “creating 
a distinctive narrative temporality that should be understood as one of the hall-
marks of medieval romance” by “modifying the past for the benefit of the future.”27 
These romances share a similar Western European medieval narrative overlay with 
Herbert’s Dolopathos, since their authors refract their pagan, Graeco-Roman char-
acters (and indeed supposed ancestors) through the prisms of Christianity and 
courtliness. For Petit, the anachronism inherent in such an overlay acts as a means 
of tangling with the classics and “loin d’être une faute involontaire ou de se borner 
à constituer un moyen de traduction, […] est utilisé à dessein.”28  

In contrast to Lucimien’s literal conversion to Christianity, the romans antiques 
are more implicitly anchored by syncretic moments, for instance through the ek-
phrasis of Amphiaras’ (Amphiaraus’) chariot and its scenes of both the Gigantom-
achy and personifications of the seven liberal arts in the Thebes. In the Roman 
d’Alexandre, the narrator’s meta-commentary on the titular protagonist’s epitaph 
(“Se il fust crestïens, ainc tels rois ne fu nes, / Si cortois ne si larges, si sages, si 
menbrés”)29 attempts to negotiate the ‘problem of Paganism’, as Herbert would in 
the Dolopathos by stressing Alexander’s lack of Christian faith, as well as Virgil’s 
tainted virtue and knowledge as Lucimien’s tutor. Likewise, courtliness, as un-
derpinned by the increasing codification of politeness, eloquence, and love from 
the second half of the twelfth century onwards, also facilitates the entangled clas-
sical reception of the romans antiques. For example, Lavine (Lavinia)’s love tokens 
of the wimple and sleeve for the titular hero of the Eneas evoke chivalric codes of 
conduct, whilst Achille’s (Achilles’) pining for Polyxena in the Troie is qualified 
as fine amor (“true love”)30 and Herbert’s depiction of the stepmother’s unrequited 
feelings for Lucimien mobilises the classical, particularly Ovidian, motif of aegri-
tudo amoris in a courtly setting. As earlier products of an entangled reception 
history, the romans antiques are thus forerunners of, and interlocutors for, the 
Dolopathos’ key generic and linguistic concerns.  

Far from appearing cursorily in the Dolopathos’ narrative, points of classical ref-
erence, especially as they relate to the work’s setting, undergo conscious ideolog-
ical reshaping. Elsewhere, however, we find a more indistinct approach: in the 

 
edition. Elsewhere, the story of the Swan Knight features in matière de Bretagne in the First and Fourth 
Continuations to Chretien’s Perceval, as well as Wolfram von Eschenbach’s Parvizal, and matière de France 
in the Old French Crusade Cycle. See Deschellette, “Relations en marge et générations obscures: de 
quelques unions entre deux mondes.” 

27  Burnett McInerney, Translation and Temporality, 9.  
28  “Far from being an unintended mistake or merely representing a means of translation, […] is used inten-

tionally.” Petit, “De l’épopée antique au roman medieval,” 49. Although this quotation refers to the Thebes, 
it is equally applicable to other romans antiques, as well as the Dolopathos.   

29  “If [only] he had been Christian, no such king would ever have been born, / [Who was] so courtly, gener-
ous, wise and celebrated,” Armstrong et al., ed., “Le Roman d’Alexandre,” IV.1556–57.  

30  Constans, ed., Le roman de Troie, III.17547.  
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inset tales, Herbert appears to appropriate literary allusions to the auctores but 
does not acknowledge them explicitly enough for his intentions to be entirely 
clear. This duality between a remodelling of the classics that is at once assertive 
and ambiguous accentuates the fragility of Herbert’s positioning not only as an 
author but also a translator, who must balance an undeniable reliance on Jean’s 
Latin, clerical source material with demarcations of literary and linguistic origi-
nality in his own courtly, vernacular romance.   

Elements of matière de Rome emerge from the very beginning of the Dolopathos 
due to the work’s placement in Sicily au tans c’Augustus tenoit Rome (“at the time 
when Augustus held Rome,” v. 135). Given the variability of the settings in which 
different versions of the transhistorical and multilingual Seven Sages take place, it 
is worth examining the potential rationale behind this particular authorial 
choice—made by Jean and followed by Herbert—as well as its effects on the active, 
rather than passive, utilisation of classical reception in the rest of the narrative.  
Like many medieval texts, the Latin and Old French Dolopathos both take place 
in the distant past, presenting a conversion narrative from the early days of the 
Christian faith for their audiences over a thousand years later. However, the uti-
lisation of this common framework strikingly and specifically speaks to the literary 
ambitions and proselyting gaze of the Cistercian monk Jean who dedicated his text 
to Bertrand, Bishop of Metz, and sought a validation of his own, contemporary 
clerical interests through the philosophers of antiquity.  Herbert prefigures this 
valorisation of the classical, intellectual milieu in his prologue—“[…] au tens an-
ceÿnor / estoient clerc de grant valor” (“in ancient times / there were clerks of 
great worth”)—implicitly providing a rationale for the historical remoteness his 
audience is about to encounter. Even as I gesture towards the ideological charge 
behind the Dolopathos’ Roman setting, I do not seek to deny Jean and Herbert’s 
valuation of rhetorical verisimilitude in their creation of believable and historicised 
surroundings, for instance through King Dolopathos’ trial in the Senate when he 
is wrongly charged with treachery. A Christianising overlay contextualises the plot 
of the Dolopathos, making sense of historical, cultural and epistemological differ-
ences between past and present. This teleology persists to the very end of the 
romance, when Lucimien’s singular act of conversion as king in turn prefigures 
the changes in religious belief undergone by later emperors, such as Constantine 
in 312. Even within Herbert’s opening analogy between Alexander the Great and 
Louis VIII, to whom the Dolopathos is dedicated, the pagan’s praiseworthiness 
ultimately defers to his Christian counterpart’s existential superiority.     
 

C’Alixandres estoit paiens, 
Mais Loeÿs iert crestïens, 
Et s’ait millor conmencemant  
(vv. 42–44)31 

 

 
31  “Because Alexander was pagan / But Louis was Christian / And has better origins.” 
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Although the subjunctive mood of s’ait nuances and lessens the strength of Her-
bert’s affirmation to a certain extent here, its paralleling of Chrétien de Troyes’ 
dedication of Perceval to “[…] [L]i quens Phelipes de Flandres, / Qui valt mix ne 
fist Alixandres” (“Philip, Count of Flanders/Who is even more excellent than Al-
exander,” vv. 12–13) arguably lends it more authority, as noted by Catalina Gir-
bea.32 Herbert’s paratextual statement is also reasserted with more conviction dur-
ing the narrative itself, as seen in the exposition of pagan sacrifices undertaken 
within Dolopathos’ kingdom:  
 

Alz deus fasoit grant saicrefices, 
Temples, mostiers et edifices; 
Les prevoires portoit honor. 
De Jesucrist Nostre Signor 
Ne savoit il ancor niant  
(vv. 295–99)33 

 
The immediate jump from the description at vv. 295–97 to the explanatory aside 
at vv. 298–99 seems to excuse Roman pagans like Dolopathos for their pious and 
dutiful yet ultimately ignorant practices, whilst also aligning the narrator with the 
supposedly superior outlook of their medieval, Christian audience. Although Her-
bert does not share his predecessor’s overtly clerical focus,34 the need to avow the 
predominance of the Christian faith via a gloss on the incomprehension and weak-
ness of the Other certainly hints at the wider religious tensions stoked by the 
court of Louis VIII. In 1223, as part of a wider “radicalization of Christendom 
through the crusading efforts directed against the Albigensians [1209–19],”35 
Louis’ stabilimentum, or ordinance, sought to end the practice of Jewish usury 
across all French territories, beyond Normandy and the royal domain. In this 
sense, it is Herbert who entangles the practices of Graeco-Roman paganism within 
his own Christianising missions. 

Even as the Dolopathos attempts to distance the Middle Ages in temporal and 
ideological terms from ancient Rome, it simultaneously establishes associations 
with the cultural capital of the classical past via its setting in Augustan Sicily. As 
Phillippa Byrne discusses, when the island came under Norman rule in the twelfth 
century, writers linked to this invading dynasty, as well as the Staufen and Welf 
emperors after them, sought, in the absence of personal ties to southern Italy, to 
gain political authority by claiming Virgil as their own predecessor through his 

 
32  Girbea, “Virgile et la conversion dans les romans de Dolopathos,” 222. Note that Chrétien does not specifi-

cally mention religious affiliation as a reason for Philip’s superiority, though he arguably implies it by 
claiming at vv.19–20 that Alexander has “Toz les visces et toz les maus / Dont li quens est mondes et saus” 
(“All the vices and evils / Of which the count is pure and clear”), Busby, ed., Perceval, 3. 

33  “To the gods, he made great sacrifices, / Constructed temples, shrines and buildings; / He honoured the 
priests. / He did not yet know anything / About Jesus Christ Our Lord.”   

34  It has been speculated that Herbert was a secular cleric, a courtier or tutor to the young Louis VIII. See 
Herbert, Le Roman de Dolopathos, 69. 

35  Mell, The Myth of the Medieval Jewish Moneylender, 68.  
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associations with the region.36 Arguably, the narrator of the Dolopathos consciously 
brings about this reading of the romance’s Sicilian setting as a sign of historical 
continuity from antiquity to the Middle Ages. Just after we are told that King 
Dolopathos is of Trojan heritage—“De Troies fut ces parenteiz” (“His parents 
were from Troy,” v. 145)—we learn at v. 154 and v. 157 that “son roiame […] fut 
la terre de Cesille” (“His kingdom was the land of Sicily”). Dolopathos’ parentage 
evokes the medieval motif of translatio studii et imperii, instantiating the image of 
a Greek and Roman king alongside that of a Norman one.37  

Late twelfth-century Sicily was also viewed and appropriated as a space of reli-
gious harmony under the Normans, given its mix of Latin Christian, Greek Or-
thodox, Muslim and Jewish communities. From this perspective, Palermo pro-
vides a fitting backdrop for the end of the romance, in which a Roman Jew who 
has recently converted to Christianity enters into a dialogue with Lucimien and 
persuades him to follow the same path. The figure of the proselytiser who makes 
an impression upon the people of Palermo before meeting Lucimien serves to 
dramatise the spread of early Christianity in renewed terms for a medieval audience 
equally attuned to the political importance of spreading God’s word under Louis 
VIII. Whilst Sicily never appears as a utopia of religious diversity in the Dolopathos, 
it is just enough of a cultural melting-pot that Lucimien’s conversion can take 
place via reason, rather than force. Herbert’s Roman Palermo avoids being the 
passive recipient of a classical legacy by instead acting as a place of religious plu-
ralism, which ultimately brings about the protagonist’s divine revelation and po-
tentially reveals an authorial desire to reassert Christianity’s message abroad. 

The proselytising focus of the narrative wavers in one key aspect: the treatment 
of Virgil as Lucimien’s tutor. Whilst Virgil, who dies before his pupil’s conversion, 
does not interact as explicitly with the Christian faith in the Dolopathos as he does 
in works such as Dante’s Comedia, he still illustrates how medieval authors made 
sense of intellectual figures from the classical pagan past through his seemingly 
unlimited knowledge. In accordance with Herbert’s ideological wranglings, Vir-
gil’s pagan knowledge remains highly valued, though it is fundamentally tainted 
because of his polytheistic beliefs:   
 

Nulz clers de lui plus ne savoit, 
por ceu si grant renon avoit; 
onques poetes ne fut teiz, 
c’il creïst qu’i ne fust c’uns Deiz!38  
(vv. 1279–82)  

 
36  Byrne, “Virgil in Scholastic Hands,” 85–86. 
37  It should be noted that the Dolopathos’ depiction of Roman kings in the time of Augustus is clearly anach-

ronistic, given that the Roman monarchy came to an end much earlier (c. 509 BCE). Although Sicily 
changed hands from the Normans to the Germans at the end of the twelfth century, the model of translatio 
still holds with a different Western European dynasty in charge of the island during the period of the early 
thirteenth century in which the Old French Dolopathos was composed.  

38  “No cleric knew more than him, / On account of this, he had such great renown / The likes of such a poet 
would never have been seen before / If (only) he had believed that there was just one God.”  
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The superlative expressions in v. 1279 and v. 1281 build to the crescendo of v. 
1282. The use of the imperfect subjunctive creïst raises the ‘problem of Paganism’ 
once more by emphasising a Christian monotheism that the narrator sorrowfully 
perceives as unrealisable for the apparently virtuous Mantuan in the Augustan 
context of the Dolopathos.  

However, Virgil’s wisdom turns to providentialism at the end of the narrative 
when a recently converted Roman Jew cites the Fourth Eclogue (“iam nova proge-
nies caelo demittitur alto”39) as a sign of Christianity’s ascendancy. This reference 
reflects the entangled reception of Virgil’s pastoral poem, which was historically 
appropriated as the work of a vates (“prophet-poet”) through “the Christianizing 
tendency in ancient and medieval Virgilian exegesis from Lactantius onwards.”40 
 

‘Et Virgile, ki vos aprist,  
or penceiz a ceu k’il an dist!  
Asseiz an parlait propemant 
et bien et beil et saigemant; 
il dist ke novelle ligniee 
estoit jai de ciel anvoieie. 
Tot ceu dist il por veriteit 
de Deu ki prist humaniteit’ 41  
(vv. 12553–60)  

 
Although the convert is silent about the contentious question of whether Virgil 
knowingly predicted the coming of Christ or not, the emphasis on the truth (por 
veriteit) of Virgil’s words affords him an indirect, prescient role in Lucimien’s cru-
cial change of religious affiliation.42 This acts as a final attempt at a seemingly 
impossible redemption of and justification for Virgil’s predominance within the 
narrative. Furthermore, as we shall see, Herbert’s probing of the limits of Virgil’s 
knowledge forms part of a wider questioning of epistemological dissemination in 
the work, especially as brought about by the device of the frame tale. The moral-
ising interpretations that the Sages add at the end of their stories to reinforce their 
defence of Lucimien often inadvertently and ironically expose incongruities be-
tween the content of these inset tales and the wise teachings that they supposedly 
demonstrate.  

It is also through Virgil and his tutelage of Lucimien that the medieval present 
further intervenes in the Dolopathos. Nominally, these scenes of pedagogy take 
place in Augustan Rome, though they convincingly map onto the medieval 

 
39  “Now a new generation descends from the lofty heavens,” Virgil Eclogues 4.7. As quoted in the Latin in 

Jean’s Dolopathos (Hilka, ed., Dolopathos sive de rege et septem sapientibus, 104: 29–30).  
40  Houghton, Virgil’s Fourth Eclogue, 176.  
41  “‘And as for Virgil, who taught you / Well, think about what he has said about it [the coming of Christ]! 

/ He said that a new lineage / Had already been sent down from the sky. / All that he said holds true / 
About God taking human form.’” 

42  See Houghton, Virgil’s Fourth Eclogue, 180–91 for a discussion of the opposing views on this topic espoused 
by the likes of the Emperor Constantine and St Jerome.  
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parameters of the teacher-pupil dynamic through the doctrine of ‘coinherence’ or 
‘being-within-one-another,’ according to which all Christians are implicated in 
the mystical body of Christ and one another. The closeness between Lucimien 
and Virgil comes to blur the limits between them, with the master instructing his 
pupil “Gardeiz bien ke ne soit perie / l’amor de nos” (“Make sure that / the love 
between us does not perish,” vv. 2167–68) upon his return to Sicily. As Barbara 
Newman outlines, the Biblical passages of 1 Cor. 12:12–27, Rom. 12:5 and Eph. 
4:25 contributed to this sense of interdependency amongst Christians, alongside 
theological teachings such as Augustine of Hippo’s De catechizandis rudibus: 
“through love and […] compassion (animi compatientis affectus), the teacher can 
establish coinherence with the student such that ‘each of us comes to dwell in the 
other’ (habitemus in invicem)”43 Lucimien’s pagan curriculum is differentiated by 
les .VII. ars liberaul [sic] (“the seven liberal arts,” v. 1416) and orisons (“prayers”) at 
v. 1362, as well as the historical realism of the mostre or “letter-board” (v. 1357) 
used in Virgil’s classroom, clearly recalling and foregrounding elements of twelfth- 
and thirteenth-century scholasticism within this ancient Roman setting.  

Additionally, Lucimien’s curriculum reveals the monastic and courtly perspec-
tives that shape Jean and Herbert’s respective priorities for their representations 
of classical learning. In the Latin Dolopathos, Virgil’s teaching does not put much 
emphasis on the conversational skills valued in courtly education, especially as 
knowledge of “wie man zu Frauen spricht, war kein Thema der Kloster-
erziehung.”44 This permeation of monastic pedagogical practice allows Jean to pro-
ject a nostalgic ideal from the Middle Ages onto his story’s distant classical setting 
because, as Lundt observes, “Angesichts der Herausforderung städtischer Lebens-
kultur verlor die klösterliche Lebensgemeinschaft zwischen Lehrer und Schüler 
an Intensität.”45 Jean’s complaints in his prologue about the corrupting ways 
modernorum (“of the new [philosophers],” 2:23)46 reflect the consequences of the 
ongoing rise of urbanised education during the late twelfth century. These conse-
quences included the preference of illustrious scholars for mendicant orders over 
the Cistercians, and the increasing popularity of nationes (student or teacher 
guilds) at universities as masculine learning communities over the ostensibly more 
hierarchical monastic alternative.47  

 
43  Newman, The Permeable Self: Five Medieval Relationships, 18. 
44  “How to speak to women was not a subject [addressed] in monastic education,” Bumke, “Höfischer 

Körper,” 74.  
45  “In light of the challenge posed by urban culture, the monastic teacher-student community lost its inten-

sity.” Lundt, Weiser und Weib, 93.  
46  In particular, Jean blames his contemporaries—who “studium ad mendatia conuerterunt” (“have turned 

their attention to lies”) and “ut porci […] sordibus delectantur” (“delight in filth like pigs”)—for their 
degradation of traditional monastic culture (as emblematised by his dedicatee Bertrand, Bishop of Metz) 
and its emphasis on pastoral care, respectability and the propagation of enduring truths. Hilka, ed., Dolo-
pathos sive de rege et septem sapientibus, 2:25, 37–38. 

47  See Lundt, Weiser und Weib, 93–94. Note, however, that Jean’s diatribe, which also serves to highlight his 
own integrity as a writer, obscures the collaboration and “gradual rapprochement between the theological 
cultures of Cistercian monks and secular [i.e. non-monastic] masters” at this time (Sternberg, Cistercian 
architecture, 241).  
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By contrast, in the prologue to his early thirteenth-century Dolopathos, Herbert 
expresses less concern at the moral implications of these pedagogical changes, po-
tentially reflecting his own status as a secular cleric or the tutor of Louis VIII.48 
He inflects Lucimien’s schooling with more courtly than monastic overtones com-
pared to Jean by highlighting how rhetoric taught the prince beil parleir et cor-
toizemant (“to speak well and in a courtly manner,” v. 1452) and granted him social 
esteem through the tricolon “par cel art fut il coloreiz / Et chiers tenus et hon-
oreiz” (“By this art, he was an accomplished speaker / And [was] held dear and 
honoured,” vv. 1449–50). In comparison, the Latin Dolopathos more briefly, and 
arguably somewhat disparagingly, describes how Lucimien “ad florigeros rethorice 
campos transiuit, ex qua uenustatem eloquii integre comparauit” (15:12–13).49 
Although conversing with women is not mentioned in the Old French Dolopathos 
in a reflection of Jean’s monastic and particularly antifeminist influence, Herbert 
nevertheless presents oral communication as an important aspect of princely in-
struction, which calls into question the seemingly straightforward narrative valor-
isation of Lucimien’s vow of silence as a means of resisting courtly culture when 
he returns to Sicily. In this way, antiquity is entangled with differing degrees of 
medieval monasticism and courtliness across the Latin and Old French Dolopathos: 
Virgil’s capacious classroom enables Jean to implicitly bolster what he sees as a 
threatened Cistercian elite and allows Herbert to singularise his own version by 
drawing upon and idealising elements of royal education in which he may himself 
have been involved. As this section has illustrated, the Dolopathos does not ap-
proach the classics unidirectionally from transmitted text and author to later re-
ceiver. Instead, Herbert’s romance utilises an entangled mode which moulds 
Graeco-Roman imagery, whether explicitly or implicitly, to prefigure, stress and 
exalt the medieval, Christian ideals forged within its northern French background.  

3 Reinventing the Seven Sages via Virgil  

Herbert’s dynamic engagement with the ‘problem of Paganism,’ and classical re-
ception more generally, does not, however, manifest itself solely in terms of mor-
alising or politicising forces. Of equal importance is literary creativity, since Her-
bert, and Jean before him, employ Virgil as a means of innovation within the pre-
established Seven Sages tradition. Virgil’s singularity derives primarily from his re-
placement of the Seven Sages as Lucimien’s sole educator, in contrast to most 
Western versions of the story cycle, and his clerical fashioning as a medieval, vir-
tually Western Christian equivalent of the figure of Sindban/Syntipas/Sind-
bad/Sendebar/Çendubete, the prince’s tutor in Eastern adaptations composed in, 
for instance, Syriac, Greek, Persian, Arabic, Hebrew and Old Castilian and Persian. 
Additionally, Virgil’s status as Lucimien’s sole tutor enables Herbert to highlight 

 
48  Herbert complains at v. 5 that “chascuns jour li ciecles ampire” (“the world worsens with every [passing] 

day”) but does not specifically blame this on his contemporaries.  
49  “He passed through rhetoric’s flowery fields where he gained full mastery of the charm of eloquence,” 

Hilka, ed., Dolopathos sive de rege et septem sapientibus, 15:12–13.  
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the importance of their particular male-male bond within the courtly milieu of his 
Dolopathos.       

Scholars have debated whether the inclusion of a personal tutor alongside the 
Seven Sages renders the narrative more or less powerful. Whilst Simons recognises 
that the Sages “are more remote characters than the counterparts in Le Roman des 
Sept Sages, with less possibility for the development of idiosyncratic features,”50 
she also argues that their presence supplements and reinforces Virgil’s role, since 
“the Seven Sages, plus Virgil, present a united front of wise (and therefore morally 
virtuous) men allied against an evil woman.”51 By contrast, Leclanche finds the 
Sages’ anonymity deprives them of any authority independent of Virgil: “il [Jean 
de Haute-Seille] innove […] en introduisant un Virgile omnipotent et omniscient. 
Il ‘déclasse’ les sages, qui deviennent, sans que cela [ne] soit jamais explicité, des 
auxiliaires de Virgile […] Bien que ce Virgile soit […] celui de la légende, il sert à 
conférer au roman, par son seul nom prestigieux, une part de ‘vérité’ historique.”52 
In either case, the figure of Virgil does not represent a static, enduring and fixed 
view of the classical past, but rather facilitates the Western adaptation of this 
Eastern story cycle and ascertains its place in the clerical and Christian canon.  

Whilst Jean is undoubtedly responsible for the introduction of Virgil to the 
Dolopathos branch, Herbert’s contribution also merits acknowledgement. In com-
parison with its Latin predecessor, the Old French Dolopathos strengthens Virgil’s 
voice through the innovative insertion of an additional inset story (“Inclusa”) just 
before “Puteus,” both of which are told by Virgil at the end of Lucimien’s trial.53 
“Inclusa” centers on a beautiful woman trapped in a tower by her husband and 
then freed by her lover, whilst “Puteus”—which also appears in the Latin Dolo-
pathos—focuses on the subsequent fate of the same lover. Ignoring Virgil’s advice, 
the lover takes the beautiful woman as his wife, with predictably dire conse-
quences. Through his ventriloquising of Virgil, Herbert brings about the kind of 
fabliau-esque reversal of fortunes seen elsewhere in the embedded narratives of the 
Seven Sages tradition, since the lover in “Puteus” foolishly tries to keep his new 
wife (from “Inclusa”) trapped in a tower once again. This view of “Inclusa” as a 

 
50  Simons, “Reading and the Book,” 53. Le Roman des Sept Sages refers here to other prose and verse adapta-

tions of the Seven Sages in Old and Middle French which do not share the Dolopathos’ narrative specificities. 
51  Ibid., 50. 
52  “He [Jean de Haute-Seille] innovates by introducing an omnipotent and omniscient Virgil. He 

‘downgrades’ the Sages, who become, with no explanation, assistants to Virgil […] Although this is the 
Virgil of [popular] legend, he serves to give the romance a degree of historical ‘truth’ through the prestige 
of his name alone.” Leclanche, ed., Le Roman de Dolopathos, 69.  

53  Note Denis Hüe’s argument that the number of inset tales in the Old French (but not Latin) Dolopathos 
corresponds to the narrative’s broader shift from Graeco-Roman to Christian forms of faith and law, thanks 
to Virgil’s two frame stories. The Sages’ interventions add up to ten, a number which “correspond à celui 
des lois que les Sages de Grèce ont donné à la ville de Rome, et qui permettent de la diriger, si l’on suit le 
récit bien connu donné dès Accurse et repris dans la Placidès et Timéo comme dans le Libro de Buen Amor” 
(“matches that of the laws which the Sages of Greece gave to the city of Rome, and which allow[ed] them 
to control it, according to the well-known narrative, first told by Accursius and [later] taken up in Placidès 
et Timéo, as well as the Libro de Buen Amor.”) Virgil’s two inset tales bring the total number to twelve, a 
possible reference to the Apostles’ Creed. Hüe, “Virgile et la clergie dans le Dolopathos,” 242–43.  
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feature of Herbert’s dynamic engagement with the classics has rarely been attended 
to by critics, who have tended to discuss whether it reinforces or reduces the vitriol 
shown towards women in Jean’s text. Yasmina Foehr-Jansens and Emmanuelle 
Métry argue that Herbert’s incorporation of “Inclusa” serves “pour […] atténuer 
la misogynie” (“to lessen the misogyny”) of “Puteus.”54 Although I acknowledge 
that “Inclusa” initially builds up a more sympathetic picture of the beautiful, 
trapped woman, I disagree with Foehr-Janssens and Métry’s assessment, given that 
“Inclusa” in effect shares the same moral as “Puteus.” As Leclanche suggests, Her-
bert’s inset tale instead “étoffe […] le motif du philosophe pris au piège de la ruse 
et du charme féminins” (“develops the motif of the philosopher duped by female 
trickery and charms”) found in “Puteus.”55 The Sage recounting Jean’s “Puteus” 
specifically states that, when a philosopher asked him whether or not he should 
get married, he repeated words of advice from the Aureolus liber de nuptiis at-
tributed to Theophrastus, an antifeminist tract which appears in St Jerome’s Ad-
versus Jovinianum and which was mistakenly ascribed to the Greek philosopher 
who was Aristotle’s successor at the Lycaeum.56 This reference does not feature in 
the Old French Dolopathos, most likely because of its perceived obscurity, partic-
ularly for a vernacular, courtly audience.57 In part by not citing forgotten (and 
spurious) classical authorities, Herbert therefore makes his Virgil slightly less 
learned than Jean’s version, but arguably more coherent in his dismantling of the 
stepmother’s credibility as a woman during the trial. 

The treatment of Virgil in the Dolopathos also makes the romance stand out 
within the literary history of medieval Europe. Domenico Comparetti’s 1872 sur-
vey of the poet’s medieval legacy features Jean and Herbert, exemplifying a wider 
disdain for this branch of the Seven Sages during much of its postmedieval afterlife. 
At the same time, this nineteenth-century study indicates how the Dolopathos’ 
approach to classical reception in turn became an essential component of the 
work’s own critical reception. According to Comparetti, the Virgil of the Dolo-
pathos materialises “during that last stage of the literary tradition where the ideas 
derived from it are on the point of becoming merged in those that have had their 
origin in the popular imagination.”58 Virgil’s status as a vates does not only derive 
implicitly from the citation of his Fourth Eclogue, but also from his astronomical 
expertise when he, like his pupil, reads in the stars that Lucimien’s mother has 
died: par estornomie le sai (“Through astronomy, I know it,” vv. 2088–89).59 

 
54  Foehr-Janssens and Métry, Dolopathos, 199.  
55  Leclanche, “Le clerc,” paragraph 16.  
56  The Sage says that he brought up “[…] que in libro aureolo ponit Theophrastus mulieris impedimenta” 

(“[…] objections against women which Theophrastus mentioned in his Golden Book.”)   
57  Relatedly, although Jean claims in his epilogue that Augustine of Hippo and Isidore of Seville can guarantee 

the veracity of miracles from pre-Christian times, the Old French Dolopathos only cites Augustine. If 
Herbert was himself familiar with Isidore, he may have felt that mentioning one Church Father would 
suffice, especially given Isidore’s extensive quoting of Augustine, or he may have assumed that his courtly 
audience would not be well-acquainted with Isidore’s Etymologiae, a reference work which was largely 
consulted by medieval educators and scholars as a source of classical and patristic knowledge.  

58  Comparetti, Vergil in the Middle Ages, 238.  
59  Note, however, that the Latin and Old French Dolopathos avoid portraying Virgil as a magician, unlike 

other versions of the Seven Sages which do so in the inset tale “Virgilius.” 
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Elsewhere, quotations from Virgil’s oeuvre beyond the Fourth Eclogue, which are 
found more in the Latin than the Old French Dolopathos, “serv[e] as the vehicle 
of expression for his vast and varied learning.”60 This blend of the popular and 
literary is viewed by Comparetti as constituting an inferior counterpoint to 
Dante.61 I would argue, however, that it reveals Virgil’s role in the Dolopathos to 
be the product of entangled authorities, pointing to a sense of ownership over the 
representation of Virgil and creating a competition between medieval authors, 
such as Dante and Herbert, who both sought to reimagine the Latin poet in their 
works. In this sense, Comparetti’s study shows that scholarly perceptions about 
the place of classical reception in the Dolopathos have long influenced ideas about 
its canonicity, both in relation to Graeco-Roman and (other) medieval texts. 

In addition to the Seven Sages story cycle and wider trends in the medieval 
reception of antiquity, Virgil’s role in facilitating literary creativity also importantly 
manifests itself as a part of the androcentrism of the Dolopathos. As Lucimien’s 
only tutor, Virgil is used to expose the latent homosociality between student and 
teacher. This one-to-one ratio enables a more intricate exploration of the forms, 
purposes and potentialities of sapiential masculinities in the narrative than would 
be facilitated by the Seven Sages alone, not only with regards to individual rela-
tionships but also the family unit. Such an exploration arises, to a certain extent, 
through the courtly elements that Herbert adds to his Latin hypotext, thus raising 
tensions around both gender and genre.  

In examining Virgil’s implications for the presentation of male-male bonds in 
the Dolopathos, I will take as my starting point Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s seminal 
work Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire from 1985. Alt-
hough homosociality originated as a sociological term for non-sexual bonds be-
tween those of the same sex, Sedgwick identified “the potential unbrokenness of 
a continuum between homosocial and homosexual,” which she named “as male 
homosocial desire” and which she viewed as a tool for social and political control, 
often regulated, or disrupted, by homophobia.62 Despite Sedgwick’s focus on 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century English literature, the concept of homoso-
ciality has been increasingly shown to bear “clear relevance for the study of male–
male relations in medieval […] literature” as an analytical tool, rather than a the-
oretical imposition.63 Whilst prior scholarship on the Seven Sages’ much-discussed 

 
60  Comparetti, Vergil in the Middle Ages, 234. Examples include the recent Christian convert’s comments to 

Lucimien (Lucinius) in the Latin Dolopathos (104: 28–29) regarding the oeuvre of Virgilius […] uester 
(“your […] Virgil”), which indicate that nobiscum facit et sentit de Christo (“along with us, he composed 
[poetry] about Christ, and was aware of Him”). Following the quotation of Eclogues 4.7–8, Aeneid 1.664 
(Venus addressing Cupid) and 2.650 (Anchises refusing to leave Troy) are then cited as further Virgilian 
predictions of Christianity (104: 33–36): “Verba queque patris ad filium: ‘Nate, mee uires, mea magna 
potentia salus [sic].’ Et de saluatore in cruce pendente: ‘Talia perstabat memorans fixusque manebat.’” 
(“[Think] too [about] the words of a father to his son: ‘O my son, my power, force, and safety.’ And 
regarding our Saviour hanging on the cross, Virgil wrote ‘Recalling such things, he endured and remained 
transfixed.’”)  

61  As also noted by Leclanche, “Le clerc,” n. 16. 
62  Sedgwick, Between Men, 1.  
63  Evans, Men and Masculinities in the Sagas of Icelanders, 30.  
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gender dynamics has identified homosocial, feudal bonds in other Latin and 
Old/Middle French versions, Sedgwick’s concept has not previously been applied 
to research on the Dolopathos branch.64  

Homosociality is foregrounded as a relational structure when Lucimien and 
Virgil part ways as the prince returns to Sicily after his education in Rome, with 
the narrator comparing them to the inseparable friends Ami and Amile from epic 
and romance:65 
 

Si tres doucemant s’acoloient  
et si tenremant se baisoient 
grant poinne se depertirent [sic]; 
[…] 
c’ains tant n’aimait Amis Amille 
con Lucimïen fait Virgile 
et Virgile Lucimïein 
plus de nul home terrïen  
(vv. 2485–87, 2489–92)66  

 
This allusion, which is absent from Jean’s text, highlights Virgil and Lucimien’s 
physical and affective connection through the adverbs doucemant and tenremant, 
alongside the reciprocal actions s’acoloient and se baisoient, implying the strength 
of their male-male bond, as reflected in the Chanson de Roland and Athis et Proce-
lias. Furthermore, the farewell scene utilises the language of amatory troubadour 
lyric; it takes place during el moiz de mai (“the month of May”) when “[…] la rosee 
/ monte sor l’erbe qui verdoie” (“[…] the rose / climbs over the greening grass”, 
vv. 1863–65), intimating “the topos of the ‘springtime opening’” from the early 
troubadours “in which the happiness or sadness of the poet responds with partic-
ular congruence or opposition to the season.”67 The doublet “Amis Amille” un-
derlines the mutual dependency of these two friends, whilst the repeated alterna-
tion between Lucimien and Virgil at vv. 2490–91 emphasises their dualised nature 
which supersedes nul home terrïen.68   

Although such hyperbolic language could fall within the standard formulae of 
farewells, it reinforces a much longer development of intimacy through intellec-
tual exchange and emotional support during the Sicilian prince’s education.69 For 
instance, Lucimien thwarts the attempt of jealous clerics to poison him, which 

 
64  Palombi, “Gender, perception and knowledge,” 34, 54, 56, 75, 98.  
65  The legend of Ami and Amile is told in Old French epic, Middle English romance and Anglo-Norman 

narrative poetry.   
66  “So very sweetly did they embrace / And so tenderly did they kiss / They took leave of one another with 

great pain; / [. . .] Ami did not love Amile so much / As Lucimien loved Virgil / And Virgil Lucimien / 
More than any man on Earth.” 

67  Shepard, White and Tomaryn Bruckner, Songs of the Women Troubadours, 19. See also Foehr-Janssens, Le 
Temps des fables, 149.  

68  It should be noted, however, that “ami” may, in a general sense, relate more to romantic love than friend-
ship outside of the context of Ami et Amile.  

69  For example, Virgil gifts his exceptional pupil a small volume for his exclusive use; this volume enables the 
seven liberal arts to be learned within a mere three years, and Virgil eventually dies with it in his hands.   
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almost ends in Virgil drinking from the tampered cup, and the Mantuan Virgil 
comforts his grieving pupil after his mother’s death. Herbert decides to introduce 
this medieval parallel to the Dolopathos tradition because of the purportedly less 
ambiguous friendship between Ami and Amile, rather than drawing upon the ho-
moerotic literature of antiquity, as seen in the twelfth-century, Latin oeuvre of 
Hilarius. Hilarius’ references to Jupiter’s beloved Ganymede and the ancient Greek 
model of παιδεραστία (“paiderastía”) show that “in the midst of [Hilarius’] un-
steady search for ways to compose love poems for boys [he] consistently felt the 
need to mention the myths and literature of a more sympathetic culture [than 
that of medieval Europe].”70 In the poem “Ad Guillelmum de Anfonia” (“To Wil-
liam of Anfonia”), Hilarius playfully pretends to disagree with Virgil about the 
benefits of the allegorised Fama (Rumour), arguing that it has taught him much 
about the titular subject.   

 
“Fama malum” dixit Virgilius; 
Bene, dixit nil unquam melius. 
“Fama bonum” dixit Hilarius; 
Verum, dixit nil unquam verius.  
(vv. 13–16)71 

 
Through this twist on the description of Fama in Book 4 of the Aeneid, Hilarius 
employs a classical allusion to suggest his attachment to Guillelmus. In this sense, 
Virgil’s authoritative and acclaimed position in the medieval classroom virtually 
makes him a rival for the schoolboy Guillelmus’ attention and, potentially, affec-
tions. By avoiding the overtness of Hilarius’ template, Herbert indirectly attempts 
to deny one aspect of classical literary heritage which seemingly does not fit his 
Christianising overlay, especially given that “writings against homosexuality in-
crease[d] from the twelfth century [onwards] […] for example […] [those] of Alan 
de Lille and Bernard of Clairvaux.”72 Arguably, this act of omission occurs con-
currently with Virgil and Lucimien’s shifts closer to the homosexual on Sedg-
wick’s continuum of homosocial desire.  

However, if “male homosociality is first and foremost fashioned through the 
exchange of women and the consolidation of men’s power in society,” then Virgil 
and Lucimien’s bond only seems to fulfil the latter criterion.73 Virgil’s late but 
crucial intervention in Lucimien’s trial through his own inset tales, which accom-
pany those of the Sages, enables the prince to begin speaking again and convinces 
King Dolopathos of his innocence, leading to his stepmother’s execution. As a 
result, “the continuum between ‘men-loving-men’ and ‘men-promoting-the-in-
terests-of-men’” in the narrative may appear more seamless than disrupted.74  

 
70  Stehling, “To Love a Medieval Boy,” 168.  
71  “‘Rumor is a bad thing,’ said Virgil; / He spoke well, never spoke better. / ‘Rumor is a good thing,’ said 

Hilar[ius]; / He spoke true, never spoke truer.” Stehling, Medieval Latin Poems, 71–75. 
72  Ailes, “The Medieval Male Couple,” 229.  
73  Hammarén and Johansson, “Homosociality: In Between Power and Intimacy,” 5.  
74  Sedgwick, Between Men, 3.  
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Whilst Lucimien and Virgil’s mutual respect and admiration in part fuels the ro-
mance’s misogyny, it largely does so through the exclusion of women altogether, 
rather than using them as the vehicles through which these homosocial bonds 
operate, as Sedgwick frequently observes in triangular structures of rivalry which 
often mask an underlying male-male attraction.75 In Marianne Ailes’ discussion of 
Ami et Amile, she underscores the expression of the pair’s homosocial bonds 
through the medium of women: “The men customarily greet each other with a 
hug and a kiss—yet the bed-sharing in this text is always between a man and a 
woman. There is no ambiguity about the nature of their relationship. Both men 
have wives and sleep with them.”76 By contrast, no such female figures appear in 
the Dolopathos: Virgil and Lucimien’s homosocial bond prevents and symbolically 
substitutes this intervention to enable the prince’s assumption of power through 
what Bea Lundt defines as a necessary form of asceticism.77  

I would suggest that the Dolopathos therefore nuances traditional images of 
masculinity via the characters of Virgil and Lucimien by extending what homoso-
ciality means and does, particularly within the remit of what Nils Hammarén and 
Thomas Johansson demarcate as the concept’s vertical and horizontal manifesta-
tions. The romance privileges the expected vertical form of male homosociality 
which reinforces stratification, whilst also allowing for a horizontal model, based 
on “togetherness […] rather than interpersonal competition and the creation of 
male hierarchies,” through the removal of the intervening female figure.78 Both 
vertical and horizontal modes of homosociality enable Virgil to inhabit multiple 
roles and statuses for Lucimien, including friendship, love and even fatherhood. 
The potentially incestuous connotations of imagining Virgil and Lucimien in sim-
ultaneously homosocial, homoerotic and familial configurations are concretely 
compounded in the narrative through the presentation of the stepmother’s un-
wanted advances towards Lucimien. As Virgil becomes a surrogate father figure 
for his pupil, he must co-exist alongside Lucimien’s biological father and the fa-
ther of Sicily, King Dolopathos; the divine fathers of Jupiter and the Christian 
God; and even the medieval audience’s view of the Mantuan as one of the fathers 
of classical literature.79 

Herbert initially offers an endorsement of biological ties as the ideal guiding 
force for the protagonist before expanding this conception of familial relations to 
include those who share bonds of knowledge and faith, rather than blood. The 
romance’s aforementioned prologue asserts the greatness of Herbert’s dedicatee 
King Louis VIII by comparing him and his father Philippe II to Alexander the 
Great and Philip II of Macedon. This advocation of patrilineality from the Salic 

 
75  Ibid., 21–27. 
76  Ailes, “The Medieval Male Couple,” 222–23.  
77  To a certain extent, King Dolopathos approves of his son exercising self-discipline, particularly in terms of 

sexual restraint, to prepare him for his future reign. This ideal of asceticism “verbindet die antike und die 
mittelalterliche Eliteausbildung” (“connects ancient and medieval elite education”) across the works of 
Seneca, Hugh of St Victor, and Thomasin von Zirclaere, and thus helps to bridge the gap between Graeco-
Roman pagan and Christian authorities in Jean and Herbert’s texts. See Lundt, Weiser und Weib, 107.   

78  Hammarén and Johansson, “Homosociality,” 4. 
79  He has even been qualified as “le véritable scénariste de l’intrigue, guidé par Dieu” (“the true author of the 

plot, guided by God”). Pifarré, “Le personnage de Virgile,” 112.  
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Law resonates with the precarity of securing a male heir in the text itself, as Lu-
cimien emerges as King Dolopathos’ long-awaited offspring. Herbert then sub-
verts the expectations set up by the paratext, since the majority of the narrative 
exalts the relationship between Lucimien and his beloved mentor Virgil over that 
of King Dolopathos and his son.80 The prince becomes more willing to trust Virgil 
than his own father by following his master’s orders to adopt a vow of silence, 
which almost results in his own death, at Dolopathos’ hands no less, when Luci-
mien is unable to defend himself against his stepmother’s accusations of rape. In 
the latter half of the narrative, Herbert fully elucidates the teleology behind his 
interest in the surrogate father figure. Lucimien’s eschewal of inherited kingship 
for a spiritual life in Jerusalem shows how the pagan Virgil’s tutelage of the prince 
actually marks the start of his ascension from a mortal family to a holy one, iron-
ically anchored by a non-patrilinear manifestation of the father-son dynamic 
evoked in the prologue. Herbert attempts to obviate the ‘problem of Paganism’ to 
a certain extent by using the pagan father figure of Virgil to encourage Lucimien’s 
independence from biological paternity in his search for his ‘true’ identity, thereby 
preparing the prince for his spiritual transcendence of earthly limitations as a 
Christian. This undermining of traditional patrilineality in the young Lucimien’s 
life is, for Lundt, “ein für die Identitätsfindung des clericus […] typisches Phäno-
men.”81 Although this “Identitätsfindung” is not framed by Lundt as a form of 
classical reception, it nevertheless entangles both Virgil and Lucimien in the ear-
lier medieval ‘crisis of masculinity’ from the late eleventh century up until the 
mid-twelfth century, which derived in part from the Gregorian Reform’s attempts 
to enforce celibate priesthoods, limiting the biological paternal roles played by the 
clergy. The male pair of Virgil and Lucimien thus shape the familial narratives of 
the Dolopathos by both endorsing and questioning the father-son dynamic in sec-
ular and sacred manifestations.  

Within medieval European literature, the Dolopathos further provides an exam-
ple of how the romance genre and what Foehr-Janssens calls the sub-genre of the 
roman de clergie (“clerical romance”) wrestle with alternative models of the family 
unit, creating tensions around recognising and reconciling courtly and clerical for-
mulations of relational structures.82 This roman de clergie expounds the ‘problem 
of Paganism’ by attempting to shape Virgil into a Christian cleric, all the while 
acknowledging that he is bound by his Graeco-Roman pagan identity. He certainly 
plays a pivotal role in the prince’s education and cultivation of monastic, 

 
80  Indeed, in an angry apostrophe to Virgil following the discovery of Lucimien’s mute state and the death of 

Lucimien’s biological mother whilst the prince was in Rome, King Dolopathos accuses Virgil of being 
unable to replace a mother’s love: “Teilz amors est fauce et ameire, / Se n’estoit pais amors de meire” (“Such 
love is false and bitter, / If it was not a mother’s love,” vv. 3469–70). This exposes Dolopathos’ own anxieties 
about his shortcomings as a father when he has apparently lost control of his son, whilst also implying that 
Herbert uses the figure of Virgil to subvert the model of a nuclear family by potentially fulfilling both 
paternal and maternal functions for Lucimien. See also Foehr-Janssens, Le Temps des fables, 149 and Lundt, 
Weiser und Weib, 103.  

81  “A phenomenon typical of the clericus’ identity formation,” Lundt, Weiser und Weib, 133.  
82  Foehr-Janssens, Le Temps de fables, 13–29.  



RAMANI CHANDRAMOHAN, “Renegotiating Antiquity with/in Herbert’s Dolopathos” 
 

 

 122 

particularly Cistercian, values through the vow of silence he imposes upon Luci-
mien.83 However, it is ultimately a precheor novel (v. 11533) who persuades Luci-
mien to convert to Christianity, following an extended intellectual exchange and 
the miraculous resurrection of a passerby (vv. 11554–12888).84 The ‘problem of 
Paganism’ is also reflected through homosociality: Lucimien’s spiritual edification 
depends upon the male-male bonds he first establishes with Virgil and then with 
the itinerant preacher who acts as a kind of Christian avatar of Virgil, appearing 
as he does after the Mantuan’s death. Whilst we might assume that greater nar-
rative attention would be paid to homosocial bonds within the genre of the chan-
son de geste which “describes a world largely inhabited by men,” we find a relatively 
rare example in the Dolopathos of a romance that prioritises the male couple within 
a clerical, rather than chivalric, setting (unlike, for instance, the Prose Lancelot).85 
Although the figure of Virgil empowered Jean and Herbert to situate themselves 
within the Seven Sages tradition, Virgil also helps us to imagine how medieval and 
modern audiences might reconceptualise the limits and purposes of male-male 
relations in the Old French romance specifically through the doctrine of co-in-
herence and contemporary critical thought.  

4  Framing the tale with Homer, Ovid and Petronius 

Beyond the main narrative plane of the Dolopathos, creative entanglements with 
antiquity also emerge from allusions to the non-Virgilian literary past in the work’s 
embedded tales. Although Herbert deliberately instrumentalises his text’s Augus-
tan setting within a religious framework, these non-Virgilian allusions more tacitly 
offer the audience the hermeneutical tools to critique the claims to veracity made 
in the romance. Points of classical reception are thus both directly signalled to us 
by Herbert and evoked in ways that require greater involvement from the audi-
ence, ways which work on the assumption of shared knowledge about Graeco-
Roman literature or operate more speculatively, allowing us to find our own in-
tertexts for the romance. The inset tale “Latronis filii,” which the sixth Sage tells 
to dissuade King Dolopathos from executing his son, utilises Homeric, Ovidian 
and Petronian motifs. It is internally narrated by a thief who is asked by a queen 
to regale her with three of his most dramatic adventures from his youth in return 
for pardoning his sons, after they had tried to steal the queen’s prized horse. In 
the first of these tales (“Polyphemus”), the thief implicitly reprises the role of 

 
83  See Pearson, “Teresa de Cartagena,” 180: “In the foundational writings of the Cistercian order, silence is 

regarded as a positive good leading to spiritual growth of the monk. Reasons given include self-discipline, 
avoidance of temptation, withdrawal from worldly concerns and allowing God’s voice to be heard.” 

84  See Gibson, “Vergil and St. Paul in John of Alta Silva’s Dolopathos (De rege et septem sapientibus)” for an 
interpretation of this unnamed holy man as St Paul in the Latin Dolopathos.  

85  Ailes, “The Medieval Male Couple,” 226. Note also the broader shift, in Louis-George Tin’s words, “from 
a homosocial to heterosexual culture” across the Western Middle Ages as the emergence of courtly litera-
ture and recurring artistic representations of the man-woman couple in the twelfth century challenged the 
prominence of male-male bonding (whether physically consummated or not) in earlier feudal society and 
chivalric ethics. See Tin, The Invention, 12–40.  
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Odysseus from Book 9 of Homer’s eponymous epic by reputedly escaping from 
the cyclops Polyphemus under a sheep.  
 

Je me pensai ke je kerroie 
Un moton et si m’encloroie 
Dedans la pel […]  
(vv. 8471–73)86 

 
This episode is related retrospectively as a memory, reflecting how Odysseus in 
the Odyssey explains his dealings with the cyclops to the Phaeacians as part of a 
broader retelling of his wanderings after Troy. The exaggerated nature of the 
thief’s tales hints at their unreliability, again signalling Odysseus’ propensity for 
mendacity. As Foehr-Janssens and Métry comment, “Nouvel Ulysse, le brigand 
peut se targuer d’avoir tenu en échec un cyclope mangeur d’hommes.”87 In the 
wider schema of the Dolopathos, this reprisal of Odysseus brings about a distrust 
of internal narrators.88 The Sage’s assertion that the moral of the sixth tale “Toute 
parrole n’est pais voire” (“Not all speech is truthful,” v. 8959) ironically leads us to 
doubt his own words and the misogynistic assumption of the Sages’ unimpeacha-
bility imposed upon the audience, especially in a variant of the Seven Sages which 
does not allow Lucimien’s stepmother to defend herself with her own stories dur-
ing the trial.89 

In the thief’s second and third tales (“Striges” I and II), Latin, rather than 
ancient Greek, literature and mythology is drawn upon through Ovidian and 
Petronian references, which contribute to the suspect and overdramatised nature 
of these stories. The thief had earlier sacrificed one of his fingers to save himself 
from Polyphemus (“De mon doi tranchier m’apensai,” v. 8578)90 before later giving 
up a part of his thigh to the blood-sucking creatures called striges (“De mai cuise 
une piece ostirent,” v. 8800)91 and being almost entirely consumed by them in his 
attempt to save a child from their grasp.92 These moments of bodily 

 
86  “I thought that I would look for / A sheep and so hide myself / Inside its skin.” 
87  “A new Ulysses, the thief can boast about having thwarted a man-eating cyclops,” Foehr-Janssens and 

Métry, Dolopathos, 19. 
88  This is reinforced in a codicological sense by the compilation of Herbert’s text in MS A with Benoît de 

Sainte-Maure’s Roman de Troie and the Roman d’Eneas. Whilst the Troie highlights the cowardice of Eneas 
(Aeneas) during the fall of Troy, the Trojan hero’s own version of events as retold to Dido in the Eneas 
exaggerates his bravery, indirectly also undermining the authority of the original Aeneid (and thus Virgil) 
to an extent.      

89  Along with Nachshebi’s early fourteenth-century, Persian work Tuti Nāmeh, the Dolopathos is one of the 
few versions of the Seven Sages to treat the stepmother’s tales as a supplementary event in narrative terms.  

90  “I thought of cutting off my finger.” See also the second Sage’s tale “Gaza,” in which another thief’s muti-
lation of his finger serves to hide his guilt and allows him to escape punishment. 

91  “They took a piece of my thigh.” 
92  As Daniel Ogden observes, although no single definition of the strix exists, a ‘strix-paradigm’ can be formed 

through collective accounts from antiquity: “she was a creature of the folklore of the Roman world and 
subsequently that of the Latin West and that of the Greek East. She was a woman that flew by night, 
either in a form akin to that of an owl or in the form of a projected soul, in order to penetrate homes by 
surreptitious means and thereby to devour, maim, blight or steal the new-born babies within them.” Ogden, 
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decomposition exemplify the corporeal, Bakhtinian discourse linking “the gro-
tesque bodies of Roman satire […]” to “icons of [moral and physical] degrada-
tion.”93 One such Neronian satire, Petronius’ Satyricon, stands out as a pertinent 
interlocutor here since it also deals with the legend of the striges in an inset tale.94 
Although it cannot be definitively proven that Herbert was familiar with Petro-
nius, I would contend that Latronis filii appears at the very least to evoke and 
suggest elements of this Neronian intertext.95 In Section 63 of the Satyricon, 
Trimalchio describes how the striges stole the corpse of his old master’s favourite 
boy and replaced it with a straw doll—“mater amplexaret corpus filii sui, tangit et 
videt manuciolum de stramentis factum”96—whilst also laying a curse on a Cap-
padocian slave who had tried to prevent their attack: “corpus totum lividum habe-
bat quasi flagellis caesus, quia scilicet illum tetigerat mala manus.”97 As with the 
thief’s first inset tale, this subtle nod towards to an internal narrator from classical 
literature creates wariness rather than authority, since Trimalchio’s reputation for 
guile is not far off that of Odysseus.  

The spectre of Petronius highlights an unexpectedly irreverent manner in 
which the Old French Dolopathos engages with Graeco-Roman material, in con-
trast to its aforementioned moralising Christian overlay, as well as the tragic “con-
stellation de sacrifices humains où l’on ‘fait cuisine’ d’un fils”98 created in Jean’s 
version by his description of the striges’ “Thyesteam […] cenam” (77.7), alluding 
to Atreus tricking his brother Thyestes into eating his own sons, and evoking 
Philomena’s serving of Itys to his father Tereus.99 The victims of the striges in the 
Dolopathos branch (the thief) and the Satyricon (the darling of Trimalchio’s former 
master and the Cappadocian slave) counter an earlier model set up by Ovid’s Fasti 
through their socio-economic status and anonymity. In Book 6 of the Fasti, the 
Augustan poet explains why the first of June is sacred to Carna, the goddess of 

 
The Strix-Witch, 1. Note a Celtic parallel from the episode when the “Welsh youth Brian in Geoffroy of 
Monmouth[’s Historia Regum Britanniae] […] cuts a steak from his thigh for his famished uncle Cadwallo.” 
Crosland, “Dolopathos and the Seven Sages of Rome,” 9. 

93  Reckford, “Reading the Sick Body,” 337–54. This corporeal discourse reflects the Bakhtinian distinction 
between carnival, which shows the possibility for the grotesque body to be renewed, and satire, with its 
negative images of sterility, degradation and death.  

94  The fifth Sage’s tale “Viduae filius” also contains elements of the Widow of Ephesus narrative motif from 
the Satyricon. See Foehr-Janssens, Le Temps de fables, 471. 

95  Indeed, during Lucimien’s proselytisation, both Jean and Herbert misattribute a line to Virgil which is 
found in Petronius’ Fragmenta 28, as well as Servius’ commentary on Aeneid 2.715 and Statius’ Thebaid 
3.661 (“Primus […] in orbe deos fecit timor;” “Fear first brought the gods into the world” (102.9) and 
“Virgiles dist outreiemant / ke sifais deus premieremant / furent par grant poour troveit”; “Virgil boldly 
says / That such [pagan] gods / Were first created by great fear,” vv. 12395–97.) 

96  “The mother embraced her son’s corpse, touched it and saw that it was a small bundle made of straw.”  
97  “His whole body was black and blue, as though he had been whipped, obviously because an evil hand had 

touched him.” 
98  “Constellation of human sacrifices where a son is ‘[ritualistically] prepared like a dish.’”  
99  Although Thyestes’ feast was popularised in antiquity by Euripides and Seneca the Younger, a Neronian 

author like Petronius, it was more likely known to Jean through Ovid’s Metamorphoses 15.462 and the aetas 
Ovidiana. Philomena’s story was also accessible to medieval clerics via commentaries on, and adaptations 
of, the Metamorphoses, such as the fourteenth-century Ovide moralisé, the first full-length, French transla-
tion which contains a retelling of the myth attributed to Chrétien de Troyes. See Foehr-Janssens, Le Temps 
de fables, 243.  
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door-hinges, who protected the young Proca, future king of Alba, from the striges. 
These vampiric monsters emerge from both Ovid and Petronius’ texts as a source 
of folkloric fascination which enables Jean and Herbert to explore a range of reg-
isters within their classically-inspired inset tales. Linear modes of translatio be-
come disrupted in the Dolopathos as literary figures from antiquity are implicitly 
or explicitly referenced to build associations between internal narrators and unre-
liability; these associations threaten to bring down the very premise upon which 
the trial runs, that is to say the validity of the Sages’ arguments which are used to 
acquit Lucimien. 

The matière de Rome examined in this article shows us differing yet concurrent 
approaches to classical reception within the Dolopathos. Whilst Herbert’s Chris-
tianising commentary on the Augustan, Sicilian setting attests to a clear authorial 
stance on the classical past, the sixth Sage’s tale “Latronis filii” presents more 
uncertain, conjectural forms of reception. Although the allusion to Homer may 
seem especially obvious, none of the auctores are signalled directly by Herbert to 
the audience in the sort of highly self-conscious, metapoetic gesture that Ivo 
Wolsing identifies in Gautier de Châtillon’s Alexandreis.100 Why? Several explana-
tions seem plausible, though not definitive. The removal of named allusions could 
have been intended to downplay Herbert’s debt to the auctores, highlighting in-
stead his own shaping of the literary material. Herbert may even have presumed 
familiarity amongst his audience with the Polyphemus-Odysseus episode through 
works such as John of Garland’s Integumenta Ovidii, a thirteenth-century allegor-
ical reading of Ovid’s Metamorphoses.101 By the same logic, the Fasti were cited in 
the hugely popular, twelfth-century guidebook Mirabilia Urbis Romae,102 and the 
Satyricon featured in Elias of Thirplow’s thirteenth-century Petronius Redivivus.103 
The Latin content of these sources, which were not yet widely transmitted in the 
vernacular, may, however, have rendered them inaccessible for Herbert’s distinctly 
non-Latinate audience.   

Conversely, the author of the Old French Dolopathos may not have intended, 
or even known about, such specific references, especially given how rare copies of 
original ancient Greek literary material relating to the Polyphemus episode—such 
as the Odyssey or Euripides’ Cyclops—were in Western European libraries between 
late antiquity and the Renaissance.104 As Leclanche has shown, Jean engages more 
consistently with Latin authors than Herbert, due to the former’s privileging of 
scholasticism and his practical ability to quote auctores in the original.105 
 

 
100  Wolsing, “(Meta)Poetic Entanglement in Walter of Chaâtillon’s Alexandreis,” 57.   
101  Aguirre and Buxton, Cyclops: The Myth and its Cultural History, 244.  
102  Morgan, Ovid: A Very Short Introduction, 92.  
103  Rossi, “How Much of Satyrica Do We Read in Petronius Redivivus (TCD MS 602)?,” 87–116. 
104  See O’Hogan, “Knowledge of Greek in the Medieval Latin West,” British Library Greek Manuscripts Online, 

accessed 24 February, 2024, <https://www.bl.uk/greek-manuscripts/articles/knowledge-of-greek-in-the-
medievallatin-west>.  

105  Note, however, that Jean asks his readers to forgive him for not having studied the classics thoroughly 
enough himself. See Lundt, Weiser und Weib, 84.  
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Ce qui distingue le plus Jean de son traducteur, c’est l’abondance des citations ou réminis-
cences classiques dont il émaille son texte. Juvénal, Horace, Virgile, Ovide, Lucain et d’autres 
encore, fournissent des citations, accompagnées ou non de la mention du nom de l’auteur. 
Convention des arts poétiques de son temps, qui ne peut cependant se pratiquer aisément 
en langue vulgaire: d’une part parce qu’on ne s’adresse pas au même public, et aussi tout 
simplement parce qu’on ne peut citer littéralement du latin dans un texte en vers français. 
Que deviennent donc dans le texte d’Herbert, dont on a pu apprécier la fidélité au modèle, 
ces nombreuses citations? Elles sont adaptées, intégrées au contexte, où elles prennent par-
fois des allures sentencieuses.106 

 
Although he does not address the question of whether Jean de Haute-Seille’s fail-
ure to name his sources implied ignorance or intent, Leclanche’s emphasis on the 
“convention des arts poétiques de son temps” suggests such enquiries were not 
necessarily a key priority for medieval writers in their perceptions of classicism. 
From the perspective of a vernacular audience, hearing about unknown or uncited 
sources may have made the Dolopathos seem more authoritative and could be read 
as an exclusionary practice. Nevertheless, I would suggest that the ambivalence 
around these acts of referencing more convincingly creates an inclusionary effect, 
especially in the Old French Dolopathos, allowing for a much broader range of 
intertexts to be brought into play, beyond those specifically envisaged at an au-
thorial level, as discussed at the beginning of this section. Linguistic mediation 
between Latin and Old French limits Herbert’s active utilisation of Graeco-Ro-
man literary material to a certain extent, thus requiring audiences to draw out 
covert links between the auctores and the inset tales of the Dolopathos in a collec-
tive, participatory reception shaped by translation, as well as classical and folkloric 
sources. 

5  Conclusion 

As this article has sought to demonstrate, Herbert’s Dolopathos is fundamentally 
structured and shaped by its adaptation of the classics in a manner that resists 
recurring linear, genealogical models of reception, whilst also underscoring the 
value of entanglement as a distinctive authorial strategy. This adaptation consists 
as much of separation and intentionality as it does of ambivalence and uncertainty, 
reminding us of the intricate threads that could intertwine both Latin and Greek 
with later literary cultures, in this case through medieval authors’ conscious or 
unconscious engagement with antiquity.  At the same time, Herbert, and Jean de 
Haute-Seille before him, clearly appropriated aspects of the Graeco-Roman world 

 
106  “What distinguishes Jean the most from his translator [Herbert] is the abundance of classical quotations 

or allusions which he intersperses throughout his text. Juvenal, Horace, Virgil, Ovid, Lucan and many 
others supply quotations, which are sometimes accompanied by the author’s name. [This was] a convention 
of the poetic arts at the time, which could not, however, be easily applied to the vernacular: partly because 
the same audience was not being addressed, and also simply because Latin cannot be cited literally in a text 
of French verse. What, therefore, became of these numerous citations in Herbert’s text, [a text] which 
could be appreciated for its fidelity to [its] model? They were adapted, contextualised or sometimes took 
on the appearance of sententiae.” 
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both for their own artistic, cultural, religious and ideological endeavours and to 
meet the expectations of their Western, Christian audiences in clerical and courtly 
settings. The pre-existing components of matière de Rome in the Old French 
Dolopathos were, and continue to be, reconfigured by codicological, theological, 
narratological and theoretical lenses. Crucially, our perceptions of Herbert’s ro-
mance and his own poetic vision of it are tied to issues of fidelity and translation 
at two levels: that of original classical sources and their mediation via Jean de 
Haute-Seille’s Latin hypotext. Indeed, the very topic of classical reception sheds 
light on the literary and critical history of the Dolopathos, including its non-linear 
positioning amongst the twelfth-century romans antiques in MS A as part of a 
thirteenth-century renewal of classically-inspired works and its denigration in the 
nineteenth century as work of an author who failed to surpass “the ordinary level 
of romanticism”.107  

Whilst Virgil’s transformation from poet into prophet and sage was by no 
means uncommon in medieval European literature, his insertion into the Dolo-
pathos branch of the Seven Sages as Lucimien’s sole tutor represents a specific lit-
erary reinvention which merges scholastic and popular interpretations of his sig-
nificance. This refashioning of Virgil, and its implications for his relationship with 
Lucimien, also encourages contemporary readers to join in more entangled prac-
tices of reception by working through nuanced models of masculinity and the 
subversion of our Erwartungshorizont, particularly in relation to genre. Herbert’s 
Dolopathos therefore provides an important, though often overlooked, example of 
how writers reconceptualised reception in the Middle Ages in ways that allow 
modern audiences to rethink their own biases and assumptions about the forms 
that classicism could, and can, take. 

 
107  Comparetti, Vergil in the Middle Ages, 238. 
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