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Introduction 
 

 

In the years before he became provost of the city of Paris, Guillaume de Tignonville 

came upon a Latin text called the Liber philosophorum moralium antiquorum.1 At this 

time in his life Tignonville was devoted to the study of literature, and he amassed great 

amounts of knowledge as he collected books for his personal library. Tignonville may not 

have known the precise origins of this particular text, which was originally written in 

Arabic near Damascus in the twelfth century, but he doubtless knew of some other texts 

in the genre of ñsayings of the philosophers,ò a genre which was highly popular during 

his lifetime. As John William Sutton notes, 

In the Middle Ages [...] wisdom literature was highly esteemed, and not just by 

members of the Church, who saw the usefulness of this material for didactic 

purposes. The laity too was drawn to wisdom literature, as evinced by the 

prominent placement of these texts in medieval manuscripts. [...] wisdom 

literature was popular enough to influence a host of later medieval works, 

including John Gower's masterpiece, Confessio Amantis, and Chaucer's Tale of 

Melibee.2  

 

It is likely that Tignonville had also read a number of such works, including 

Diogenes Laertiusô Vitae et sententiae philosophorum, Vincent of Beauvaisô early 

thirteenth-century Speculum historiale, or the early fourteenth-century Liber de vita et 

moribus philosophorum. The Liber philosophorum, however, seems to have particularly 

impressed him ï so much so that he translated it from Latin to French, knowingly or 

unknowingly continuing the textôs long history of translation and transmission through 

                                                 
1 Translated to The moral sayings of ancient philosophers. It will henceforth be referred to as the 

Liber Philosophorum, not to be confused with the Liber de Vita et Moribus Philosophorum  
1 
2
 John William Sutton, The Dicts and Sayings of the Philosophers (Kalamazoo, Michigan: 

Medieval Institute Publications, 2006), 2. 
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different languages, countries, and centuries. This translation, Les Diz Moraulx des 

Philosophes, brought the genre of wisdom literature to a French-speaking audience. Soon 

after Tignonville completed it, scribes and illuminators began to copy and illustrate the 

Diz Moraulx, fostering its dissemination and popularity. One of these copies, likely 

completed between 1418 and 1420, made its way to Harvard University in the 1960s. It is 

this manuscript, Houghton Library Ms Typ 207, that I will explore in greater detail in the 

pages to follow.3 

Tignonvilleôs text and its history offer an important lens through which to view 

the supposed boundary between Latin and vernacular cultures in the Middle Ages. It is 

sometimes assumed that the two were entirely distinct. Curt F. Bühler, for example, who 

has written some of the most detailed and enduring scholarship both on Tignonvilleôs 

text, the Diz Moraulx, and the genre of the sayings of philosophers to which it belongs, 

subscribes to the idea of a Latin and vernacular cultural divide. His arguments about and 

analysis of the Diz Moraulx are predicated on the notion that Latin and vernacular texts 

were separate, as though they were not ever read by the same audiences, did not exist 

simultaneously, nor ever affected each other in the least.4 As Nicholas Watson observes, 

however, the idea of a divide between vernacular and Latin is one created by 

contemporary sociolinguistics rather than medieval authors or readers. ñVernacularò is 

thus used to describe ñnot a language, as such, but a relation between one language 

situation and another,ò belatedly separating the elite from those who spoke ñthe common 

                                                 
3 See Appendix One for a full transcription of Ms Typ 207, and Appendix Two for a partial 

translation of this document into modern English. 
3 
4
 See especially Curt F. B¿hler, ñGreek Philosophers in the Literature of the Later Middle Ages,ò 

Speculum 12:4 (1937): 440-455.  
4 
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tongue.ò5 Meg Worley notes the complicated nature of this relationship; for example, 

ñthe earliest Roman writers were, in fact, the Greek slaves [...] and Rome continued to 

depend on slave labor for scribal tasks until the late Republic.ò6 Originally written in 

Arabic, then translated into Spanish, then Latin, and then French, Tignonvilleôs text 

nicely illustrates Watsonôs and Worleyôs assertion that we must attend to the significant 

overlap between medieval Latin and vernacular cultures, since the Diz Moraulx was part 

of a long series of trans-linguistic moves between ñclassicalò and ñvernacularò tongues. 

Another supposed division in the Middle Ages exists between image and text. 

Following Gregory the Greatôs dictum that ñpictures are the books of the illiterate,ò 

medieval scholars have often assumed that there were, and are, distinct boundaries 

between medieval text and image, and that subsequently the audiences surrounding these 

two cultures were distinct and interdependent.7 Since then, scholars have devoted 

conferences, books, classes, and years of study to exploring the relationship between 

medieval texts and images, hiving them off into separate university departments (the 

History of Art and Architecture, History, Literature, English). Upon examining an 

illuminated manuscript, it may seem as though text and scribe undoubtedly do come first, 

and that image and illuminator follow after, filling what space is left with colors and 

shapes. In the case of Ms Typ 207, however, it becomes apparent that this version of the 

                                                 
5
 Nicholas Watson, ñPreface: On óVernacularô,ò in The Vulgar Tongue: Medieval and 

Postmedieval Vernacularity, ed. Fiona Somerset and Nicholas Watson (University Park, PA: The 

Pennsylvania State University Press, 2003), x-xi.  
5 
6
 Meg Worley, ñUsing the Ormulum to Redefine Vernacularity,ò in The Vulgar Tongue, ed. 

Somerset and Watson, 26-27. 
6 
7
 Michael Camille. ñSeeing and Reading: Some Visual Implications of Medieval Literacy and 

Illiteracy.ò Art History 8, no. 1 (March 1985), 26. 
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Diz Moraulx was a coordinated effort between artist and scribe. The text and images in 

this manuscript operate symbiotically, a fact that invites us to reappraise the relationship 

between medieval visual and textual culture. The two are not distinct forms, but translate 

and gloss one another, the images expressing visually what is not clear in the sayings of 

the philosophers alone. Tignonvilleôs text and the Houghton manuscript which re-

presents it thus cross many seemingly rigid boundaries dividing academic from political, 

secular from divine, visual from written, and Latin from vernacular. 

The manuscript at the heart of this study is metonymic of wisdoms past, wisdoms 

passed, and wisdoms reimagined. In exploring the boundary crossings that it effects, I 

argue that medieval texts themselves as well as the people that read them did not belong 

to wholly separate Latin or vernacular cultures, but rather were significantly informed by 

one another. Furthermore, I argue that images adorning texts like Tignonvilleôs are much 

more than mere illustrations; instead, they are unique visual translations which, in 

addition to interpreting the text, communicate their own messages to viewers.  

I begin in Chapter One by surveying the popular genre of wisdom literature embodied in 

the Diz Moraulx, focusing in particular upon the textual tradition from which it arose ï a 

tradition leading from Syria, to Spain, to Italy, and finally to France ï and upon the 

genreôs conventions, sources, and moral aims. In Chapter Two, I turn my attention to the 

author of the Diz Moraulx, and how he transformed a thirteenth-century Latin collection 

of philosophersô lives (the Liber Philosophorum) into an idealistic and academic guide 

for his own politically- and socially-turbulent career in early fifteenth-century Paris. 

Tignonville reappropriated medieval traditions and ideals concerning teaching, authority, 

and kingship in his translation in ways that reflect contemporary debates over ñThe Madò 

Charles VI and his government at the University of Paris. As I show, this political 

environment shaped Tignonvilleôs reading and subsequent reworking of the Liber 

Philosophorum. I suggest that the Diz Moraulx can only be understood in the context of 

Tignonvilleôs academic career and his ultimate political downfall. Finally, in Chapter 

Three I introduce ñThe Master of the Harvard Hannibal,ò the illuminator of Ms Typ 207, 

who visually mediates tensions between the contemplative life of a philosopher, 

represented by his miniature of Aristotle, and the active life of a king, represented by his 
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miniatures of Alexander the Great. The Masterôs illuminations serve as translations in 

their own right, expanding upon and extrapolating from Tignonvilleôs text to assert the 

supremacy of wisdom over deeds. As I show, the illuminatorôs images provide a distinct 

interpretation of the Diz Moraulx, one that reveals both his debt to particular visual 

representative traditions as well as his own conception of the social and moral function of 

the philosophe within late medieval discourse.  
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Chapter One  
 

Wisdomôs Past: Origins and Objectives of the Diz Moraulx 
 

 
Et dit corrigez vous de vous meismes et ensuivez les sages. Aprenez deux bonnes vertus, et soient tous voz 

desirs a acquerir bonne renomee et nemploiez mie votre entendement en malice ne falaces. 

 

He says correct your own mistakes by following the wise men. Learn good virtues from them, and make it 

your desire to have good renown, and donôt use your understanding for malice or misconception.8 

 

ðLes Diz Moraulx des Philosophes, f. 2v.  
 

 

Soon after the turn of the fifteenth century, Guillaume de Tignonville finished a French 

translation of the Latin Liber Philosophorum Moralium Antiquorum. Sitting in his study, 

laboring over the fine vellum leaves of what would be his greatest work, the provost of 

Paris may not have known the magnitude of the genre to which he was contributing. Curt 

F. Bühler notes that the absence of a critical French edition of Tignonvilleôs text is due to 

the ñbewilderingò task ahead of its editor.9 The sheer volume of texts of this nature, 

whether direct translations, florilegia, or amalgamations of previously-existing texts ï all 

emending, borrowing, and copying from each other ï is dizzying. Nevertheless, this 

chapter attempts to contextualize Tignonvilleôs manuscript within the vast tradition of 

philosophical texts in the Middle Ages, to trace its place in the surge in popularity of this 

type of text, and to discuss the purpose, readership, and dissemination of this text and 

texts like it. 

                                                 
8 Guillaume de Tignonville, Les diz moraulx des philosophes. Translattez de Lattin en Francois 

par Noble Homme Messire Guillemme de Tignonville (Cambridge, Harvard Houghton Library, Ms Typ 

207), f. 2v. 
8 
9
 AbȊ al-WafǕ al-Mubashshir ibn Fâtik, The Dicts and Sayings of the Philosophers: The 

Translations, ed. Curt F. Bühler, trans. Stephen Scrope and William Worcester (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1941), xv. 
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The culture in which Tignonville wrote the Diz Moraulx may be examined in 

terms of what today may be termed ñplagiarism,ò but what in the Middle Ages was 

common, and even encouraged, practice. The history of the genre of the sayings of 

philosophers is one that unabashedly borrows, retells, and translates primary and 

secondary texts about philosophers, both from primary and secondary sources. Much like 

modern proverbs and sayings (ña bird in the hand is worth two in the bushò or, ña 

watched pot never boilsò), the sources of sayings passed down through wisdom literature 

are often difficult to trace. Nevertheless, Cameron Louis argues that wisdom literature  

[was] seen very much as part of the canon of respected mainstream literature 

which was read by aristocrats and wealthy members of the middle class. The 

proverbial material, even when it consists of very short texts, does not appear in 

these anthologies as random jottings or space fillers or penïtrials, but rather as 

texts that are as respectfully recorded as other genres of writings, like romances 

and religious narratives.10  

 

In fact, while the text itself is no longer widely read, many proverbs and sayings that are 

still used today (ñyou have two ears and one mouth; listen more than you speakò) may be 

found in the Diz Moraulx.11 

The roots of the Diz Moraulx may be traced to ancient Greece and Rome. The 

lives and sayings of philosophers detailed in the Diz Moraulx are largely Greek ï 

Sophocles, Aristotle, Plato, and many other Greek philosophers each have a chapter 

dedicated to their lives and sayings. Randall R. Cloud considers how, long after the fall of 

Rome, the works of these ancient Greek philosophers found new roots in European 

                                                 
10 Cameron Louis, ñManuscript Contexts of Middle English Proverb Literature,ò Medieval Studies 

60 (1998): 22. 
10 
11

 Tignonville, Les diz moraulx, f. 6v: Et vit un hom[m]e qui tant parloit quon ne le pouoit faire 

tarre lequel il dist, ami, tu as deux oreilles [et] nas q[ue] une bouche, pourquoy deusses tu plus la moytie 

oyr q[ue] parler. 
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thought centuries later.12 He argues that, ñthe Islamic Empire of the Middle Ages was the 

primary and indispensable force behind the preservation, transmission and acceptance of 

the Greek philosophical tradition to later European thinking,ò13 Furthermore, he adds, 

without the influence of Muslim scholars during the medieval period, that the impact of 

Greek philosophy on Western thought may have been greatly reduced or potentially lost. 

The philosophers in the Diz Moraulx are largely Greek, but the Mokhtâr al-Hikam wa-

mahâsin al-khalim, the text from which the Diz Moraulx is derived, was first written 

down in Damascus in the mid-eleventh century.14 The movement of these stories and 

sayings through a series of translations ï from ancient Greece and Rome to the early 

medieval Middle East and back to Western Europe ï strongly reinforces Cloudôs claims.  

 The Arab philosopher Al-Mubashshir ibn Fâtik compiled or wrote the Mokhtâr 

al-Hikam in about 1048.15 This is by no means our first known example of wisdom 

literature; some of the most famous examples of wisdom literature come from books 

from the Old Testament of the Bible, and some early wisdom literature also includes 

writings from the ancient Eastern Mediterranean world.16 However, this is the earliest 

text that exists ñin a form comparable to the one in which [it is] now known,ò that is, in a 

                                                 
12 Randall R. Cloud ñAristotleôs Journey to Europe: A Synthetic History of the Role Played by the 

Islamic Empire in the Transmission of Western Educational Philosophy Sources from the Fall of Rome 

through the Medieval Period,ò Ph.D. diss., University of Kansas, 2007, vi.  
12 
13

 Cloud, ñAristotleôs Journey to Europe,ò vi.  
13 
14 Franz Rosenthal, ñAl-Mubashshir ibn F©tik: Prolegomena to an Abortive Edition,ò Oriens 13/14 

(1960/1961), 133. Rosenthal translates the title as ñThe Choicest Maxims and the Best Sayings.ò  
14 
15 Rosenthal, ñAl-Mubashshir ibn F©tik,ò 133. 
15 
16 Leo G. Perdue, Wisdom Literature: A Theological History (Louisville: Westminster John Knox 

Press, 2007), 1-3.  
16 
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form and order very similar to that of Tignonvilleôs translation.17 It is unclear to what 

extent ibn Fâtik was author, rather than compiler, of the Mokhtâr al-Hikam, or from what 

texts he borrowed; only two manuscripts of the text are known to be extant.18 

Gyula Klima writes that due to ñnew contacts with the Muslim world and 

Byzantium (especially after the First Crusade started in 1095), new translations of 

previously unavailable texts started pouring in from...Toledo in Spain (then a booming 

Islamic city, where Muslim and Jewish scholars worked together with Christians 

preparing the Latin translations of Greek works, sometimes through intermediary Syriac 

and/or Arabic translations, and of original works of Muslim and Jewish thinkers).ò19 

Following yet another tradition of translation, the Mokhtâr al-Hikam made its way to 

Spain, and along with ñso many other philosophical and pseudo-philosophical Arabic 

works...dealing with the classical philosophers,ò it was translated anonymously in the 

first half of the thirteenth century, before 1257.20 ñOddly enough,ò B¿hler notes, ibn 

F©tikôs Arabic work was translated first not into Latin, but into a vernacular Spanish 

work entitled Bocados de Oro.21 Hermann Knust concludes that though the oldest 

surviving manuscript of the Bocados de Oro dates to the fifteenth century, the earliest 

manuscript was almost certainly translated from ibn F©tikôs Arabic text (or a derivation 

thereof) in the thirteenth century, around the time of Alfonso el Sabio, the king of much 

                                                 
17

 Bühler, Dicts and Sayings, x. 
17 
18

 Bühler, Dicts and Sayings, x. 
18 
19 Gyula Klima, Medieval Philosophy: Essential Readings with Commentary (Malden, MA: 

Blackwell, 2007), 8. 
19 
20 Rosenthal, ñAl-Mubashshir ibn F©tik,ò 133. 
20 
21 Bühler, Dicts and Sayings, xi.  
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of Spain from the mid-thirteenth century until his death in 1284.22 The contents of the 

Bocados de Oro are similar to the contents of the Diz Moraulx, but include an additional 

opening chapter on the five senses of man and their virtues; chapters on several 

philosophers (Catalquius, Omirus, Enufio, Protego, and Piramus) not included in 

Tignonvilleôs text; and two concluding chapters, titled ñCapitulo de nombresò and 

ñCapitulo de las cosas,ò which Tignonville chose to omit from his translation almost a 

century and a half later.23 Perhaps because of its accessibility to a lay audience speaking 

the national tongue, the Bocados de Oro quickly found an audience and remained in 

circulation for centuries through at least fifteen manuscripts and twelve early printed 

editions.24  

The manuscript found a translator in an equally short time. By the end of the 

thirteenth century, the text had travelled to Italy, where it was translated into Latin under 

the title Liber Philosophorum Moralium Antiquorum. Giovanni da Procida (d. 1299), a 

royal advisor to King James I of Aragon and his son Peter III of Aragon, is thought (by 

Bühler and Sutton, among others)25 to be the translator of this Latin document, although 

Franz Rosenthal considers this conjecture highly uncertain.26 Sutton writes that (pseudo) 

                                                 
22 Hermann Knust, Mitteilungen aus dem Eskurial (Tübingen: Literarischer Verein, 1879), 545-47, 

573-76.  
22 
23 The full Latin table of contents is as follows: 1. Five senses of man and their virtues; Journey of 

el Bonium, king of Persia; 1. Sed[echias]; 2. Hermes; 3. Catalquius; 4. Tac; 5. Omirus; 6. Solon; 7. 

Rrabion; 8. Ypocras; 9. Pitagoras; 10. Diogenes; 11. Socrates; 12. Platon; 13. Aristotiles; 14. Alixandre; 15. 

Tolomeo; 16. Leogenin; 17. Enufio; 18. Medragis; 19. Sillus; 20. Galieno; 21. Proteo; 22. Gregorio; 23. 

Piramus; 24. Capitulo de nombres; 25. Capitulo de las cosas. Knust, Mitteilungen aus dem Eskurial, 548. 
23 
24

 Bühler, Dicts and Sayings, x. 
24 
25

 Bühler, Dicts and Sayings, xi. And Sutton, Dicts and Sayings, 8.  
25 
26 Rosenthal, ñAl-Mubashshir ibn F©tik,ò 133. 
26 
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Giovanni was faithful to the Spanish translation, preserving its order and wording to a 

great extent.27 This order is preserved in Tignonvilleôs French translation as well. The 

Latin work found an even greater audience than the Spanish: Ezio Franceschini notes 

fourteen manuscripts of the text, as well as its use as a source-book by contemporaries 

ñof the greatest renown,ò listing Vincent of Beauvais, Johannes Vallensis, Walter Burley, 

and Benzo of Alessandria among these writers.28 The number of Latin manuscript 

versions available seems to be similarly ñbewilderingò as the number of French versions; 

the only edition of the Latin text until Franceschiniôs twentieth-century work is that by 

Salvatore de Renzi in Collectio Salernitana, volume III, published in 1854.29  

From the Latin translation comes Tignonvilleôs French translation, known to have 

been completed before 1402 (in a work recording French royal budgets from the early 

fifteenth century, a secretary to the ñroy de Jhrslm et de Secile, et du prince de Tarente 

son fr¯reò30 writes that he holds the book in his hand on Monday, 10 July 1402).31 

Tignonvilleôs text is the source for one Proven­al translation as well as several Middle 

English translations, the latter of which were in turn the source for the text of the first 

                                                 
27 The chapters of the Liber Philosophorum are: 1. Sedechias; 2. Hermes; 3. Tac; 4. Machalquin; 

5. Homerus; 6. Zalon; 7. Rabion; 8. Ypocras; 9. Pitagoras; 10. Diogenes; 11. Socrates; 12. Plato; 13. 

Aristotiles; 14. Alexander; 15. Ptholomeus; 16.Assaron; 17. Loginon; 18. Avesius; 19. Macdargis; 20. 

Thesilus; 21. Gregorius; 22. Galienus; 23. ñThe last philosophers.ò 
27 

28 Bühler, Dicts and Sayings, xi. 
28 

29 Collectio Salernitana: Ossia documenti inediti, e trattati di medicina appartenenti alla Scuola 

Medica Salernitana, vol 3. ed. G. E. T. Henschel, C. Daremberg, and S. de Renzi (Naples: Dalla tipografia 

del Filiatre-Sebezio, 1852-59), 69-150. 
29 
30 ñKing of Jerusalem and of Sicily, and to the prince of Tarento, his brotherò 
30 
31 Bühler, Dicts and Sayings, xi. 
31 
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English book, printed on 18 November 1477.32 Bühler notes at least forty manuscript 

versions of the French text.  

The popularity of this piece of wisdom literature may be attributed to its 

availability in four languages by the beginning of the fifteenth century ï in both Latin and 

three vernacular languages ï or to its extensive dissemination over nearly three centuries. 

Sutton agrees that ñthe journey between Mokhtâr alïHikam and Diz Moraulx was more 

about geography than contentò: even as the text travelled from Damascus to Paris over 

the course of three centuries, the order of the philosophers, and, to a certain extent, the 

content of each chapter, remained uniform.33 Yet surely this text was widely read not 

merely because it was widely available for such an extensive period of time, nor even 

because it was read across such a broad geographical area, but because its content was 

deeply appealing to readers of the age.  

Sutton argues that the Diz Moraulx is exemplary of the form and content of 

medieval wisdom literature: phrased as guidance handed down from ancient 

philosophers, it is a source of authoritative wisdom for the reader, the willing recipient of 

such knowledge.34 Though the writings of the wise men in these texts are ostensibly the 

sources of this guidance, it is largely agreed that the ñmoral sayingsò do not come from 

the sourcebooks of Plato, Aristotle, and the like, but are rather arbitrary amalgams of 

sagacity written under the headings of particular wise men. Referring to a later Middle 

English translation of Tignonvilleôs text, Arthur Shillinglaw observed, ñit goes without 

                                                 
32 Bühler, Dicts and Sayings, ix. 
33 Sutton, The Dicts and Sayings of the Philosophers, 9. 
33 
34 Sutton, The Dicts and Sayings of the Philosophers, 2. 
34 
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saying that an English translation of a French translation of a Latin translation of a 

Spanish translation of an Arabic text compiled from prior sources is not to be regarded as 

a contribution to philosophy.ò35 It is true, this text is not a work of philosophy. Rather, its 

purpose is to dole out common sense and practical advice for living well through the 

guise of wise men (even if ñtheirò sayings never actually passed through their lips or their 

quills).  

Although Sutton argues that the ñobviousò source of much of this advice is the 

Church, which had a vested interest in promoting moral thoughts and actions to reinforce 

Christian ideals, the text was originally produced in the Muslim world. So while the text 

includes many references to God, he is never overtly specified as the Christian God. 

Rather, he is presented as a creator figure and an arbiter of logic and reason. While 

Tignonvilleôs text and its predecessors may have been promoted by the Christian Church, 

and while some of the maxims in the text are taken from Old Testament books, it is unfair 

to say that the Church is the main source of document, or that, as Sutton suggests, this 

type of literature was used primarily for Church-sanctioned ñsocial control.ò36  

The authority of wisdom literature comes instead from its construction. Written 

down in a form that Sutton calls ñsentential literature,ò proverbs gained a concrete and 

unchanging quality that served to bolster their veracity. Sutton notes, ñThe writer of a 

sentence puts himself or herself in a position of power over his or her audience, for the 

audience is expected to accept the validity of the claim or tenet contained in the 

                                                 
35 Arthur Shillinglaw, review of Curt Bühler, The Dicts and Sayings of the Philosophers, Mind 

52:206 (April 1943): 186.  
35 

36 Sutton, The Dicts and Sayings of the Philosophers, 4-5. 
36 
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sentence.ò37 This position of power allows the philosophers in the Diz Moraulx to place 

in opposition the ñgoodò and the ñbadò in a manner that Sutton calls the only ñorganizing 

principleò in the text ï that of opposition. Though there are clearly other organizing 

principles at work in this text, including the separation of philosophers by chapter 

chronologically, the use of miniatures in certain manuscripts to break up sections of text, 

and the use of the epistolary voice in the sayings of Alexander the Great, it is true that the 

opposition of competing ideas may be the most widely-applicable codifying criterion.  

Throughout the vast text, philosophers illustrate morality through the actions of 

the wise man in opposition the foolish man, or the friend opposed to the enemy. One 

example is an aphorism in the sayings of Zedekiah: ñHe says that the company of a poor 

wise man is better than that of a rich ignorant man.ò38 Often, the role of the wise man or 

friend in this text is played by the ñgood king,ò in comparison to the ñbad king.ò Citing 

again from the sayings of Zedekiah: ñHe says that the people are truly happy when they 

have a king of good discretion and of good council, and wise in sciences, and unfortunate 

and unhappy are the people when any of these said things fail in their king.ò39 Not only is 

the good king responsible for his own moral actions, but his actions and choices also 

affect the lives of his people, whether for good or ill. This is a relationship that will be 

explored further in Chapter Two.  

                                                 
37 Sutton, The Dicts and Sayings of the Philosophers, 5. 
37 
37 
38 Ms. Typ 207, f. 1v: Et dit que la compaignie du pouvre sage vault meiulx que celle du riche 

ygnorant. 
38 
39 Ms. Typ 207, f. 1v: Et dit que le peuple est beneureux quant il a roy de bonne discrection de 

bon conseil et sage en science, et moult est le peuple maleureux quant aucunes des choses dessuss 

defaillent en leur roy. 
39 
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While Sutton argues that the binary of opposition in addition to the textôs 

authoritative tone ñdiscourages free thinking and the questioning of authority,ò many 

philosophers in the Diz Moraulx advocate for empirical thinking. In the chapter on 

Aristotle, the narrator of the Diz Moraulx puts great emphasis on reasoning for oneself: 

ñHe says that wisdom cannot be separated from the aforesaid sciences, that reason is the 

instrument of science, and that it is clear that to know anything is to use reason.ò40
 If 

readers were truly to take the messages of the philosophers as authoritative, they would 

have thought through the textôs teachings for themselves. To limit this work or this genre 

to laws, rules, and absolute truths is to drain it of its appeal to a medieval audience. As 

literature, however fallible, the Diz Moraulx is more complicated, and far more 

interesting. 

At its core, the Diz Moraulx introduces readers to a series of wise men, the titular 

philosophers, providing brief biographies of each before delving into their teachings and 

sayings. Sutton notes that these biographies ñcould easily stand alone as individual tales.ò 

Indeed, Bühler notes that the story of Socratesô death is ñtold with genuine feeling and 

ability,ò (which, for this rather unemotional scholar, is quite the compliment).41 An 

important difference to note in Tignonvilleôs text is that for several of the lesser known 

philosophers, the author chose to begin without a prefatory biography. While Sutton 

notes that these biographies become more detailed as the work progresses, the length and 

care taken with each biography has more to do with the renown of its accompanying 
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philosopher ï arranged chronologically in the Diz Moraulx, rather than by prestige. Both 

Sutton and Bühler note that often, these biographical sketches are the most accurate part 

of each chapter, derived from ñwell known [...] legends about the sages,ò whereas the 

sayings associated with each philosopher are not taken directly from sourcebooks, were 

not spoken or written by the philosopher to whom they belong in the Diz Moraulx, and 

after so many translations, may even be inaccurate in a variety of ways.42 

Wisdom literature, however, was not dependent on accuracy for its value. In the 

words of Nancy Partner, 

The histories written during much earlier centuries are fiercely biased, 

unconscionably invented, and often inelegant as well; they are not expendable at 

all but continue to be read for a variety of historical purposes and in a variety of 

scholarly moods. The reader whose mood is one of realistic sympathy is 

constantly (and abruptly and funnily) taught to remember that the first and best 

readers of medieval histories, the learned patrons, for example, without whose 

interest many historical works may never have been written, held those books up 

to a standard not very different, in modern eyes, from the ñhorridnessò that so 

distinguished The Mysteries of Udolpho.43 

 

Comparing wisdom literature to the eighteenth-century novel, Partner argues that 

rather than presenting itself as a sourcebook, this type of text taught (and entertained) in a 

different way. Wisdom literature was intended as both entertaining and didactic, and its 

sweeping subject matter meant that it could be read by churchmen and laity alike, and by 

members of disparate social classes. The Diz Moraulx is pedagogical, moral, and 

political; it teaches, and it tells a story. To borrow a term used by T.L. Burton to describe 
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another piece of wisdom literature, Sidrak and Bokkus, the Diz Moraulx may be 

described as ñinfotainmentò44 ï something between guilty pleasure and ñreal solemn 

history.ò45 

Wisdom literature takes physical form in Ms. Typ 207. In this manuscript, 

Tignonvilleôs text is divided into twenty-three chapters, each about a different 

philosopher, and each (we may assume)46 is preceded by a picture of the philosopher 

teaching, studying, or orating. The chapter on Alexander the Great is by far the longest, 

and is unique in that it includes at least five miniatures of King Alexander, as well as text 

that purportedly quotes letters sent from Alexander to Darius I, King of the Persian 

Achaemenid Empire; from Alexander to his mother, Olympia; and from Alexanderôs 

mother to her husband, Philip II of Macedonia, among others.47 Philosophers like 

Alexander the Great, whose lives and stories were perhaps most well known to ibn Fâtik, 

are given lengthy biographies at the beginning of their even lengthier chapters, followed 

by the teachings and sayings of each philosopher. Each new dictum begins with the 

phrase ñEt dit...,ò which in Ms Typ 207 is marked by an illuminated initial E in red and 

blue ink and gold leaf. The Diz Moraulx truly gives the impression that the wisdom of the 

philosophers depicted in its pages are speaking directly to the reader with the repetition of 

this phrase, ñAnd he said...ò While it may be easy to view Tignonville as the narrator in 
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the case of this manuscript, we have seen that the wisdom he translated to the French 

tongue (though, as we will see, influenced it significantly) was written long before 

Tignonville came upon the text, long before he read through its pages, and long before 

the text spoke to him to such a great degree that he took the project on as his own. 

The pronouncements translated by Tignonville, ranging in subject from the 

virtues of a good king, to those of a good wife, or a good slave, are truly what make this 

text ñwisdom literature.ò Though the amount of translation that the text has undergone 

makes it highly unlikely that the text quotes philosophers exactly as they spoke, it is clear 

that the maxims in the Diz Moraulx are meant to teach readers how to live virtuous lives, 

how to act in a way that brings them closer to God, and how to think about moral issues. 

Tignonville may have thought personally about the keys to leading a moral life as he 

finished the translation of the Diz Moraulx, for as he labored over the finishing touches of 

the manuscript, he knew that he was soon to become a highly public figure. As provost of 

Paris, Tignonville was often in the public eye, and, as we will see, despite his meditations 

on these moral teachings, he faced criticisms of misconduct as provost that cost him the 

position, his social standing, and soon after, his life. 
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Chapter Two 

Wisdoms Passed: Guillaume and his Diz Moraulx 

 
Et ... [Alexandre] fist ardoir tous les liures de paiens et fit translatez en grec les livres dastronomie et de 

philosophie et envoia les translations en grece... 
 

And then Alexander brought all the books of the pagans and translated all the books of astronomy and 

philosophy, and sent the translations to Greece . . . 
 
ðLes Diz Moraulx des Philosophes, f. 20.  

 

As Tignonville turned the pages of the Liber Philosophorum, drawing parallels between 

the text and its analogs on the shelves of his study, he began to notice a pattern. The text 

spoke of the good king ï philosopher, warrior, lawgiver, magister, and teacher. As 

Tignonville explored this idea he became more enamored with the text, spending hours 

poring over it, and choosing the right words to convey its meaning to a French audience. 

To Tignonville, this was a personal mission, one that he began to understand would be 

his greatest and most lasting contribution to scholarship. While turning the pages of Les 

Diz Moraulx des Philosophes, in other words, Guillaume de Tignonville moved from 

being a reader to a translator, and then an author recasting the ideas in his source text in 

new ways. 

The authority that Tignonville felt toward this text as he began his great 

undertaking is manifested in the changes he made to the Latin text. He shortened many of 

its chapters considerably while making great additions to others. While the modern 

scholar can only conjecture why this text touched Tignonville, and why he made such a 

great effort to complete its translation, what may be known of Tignonvilleôs life paints a 
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vivid picture of why this manuscript was important to him. It may have represented 

stability amidst an incredibly turbulent political and social period; reassurance of what 

moral behavior looks like; what kingship is supposed to look like; or it may simply have 

held the promise of a better life, after such discord and disappointment. Employed by the 

French courts during his academic career, and during his translation of the Diz Moraulx 

at the dawn of the fifteenth century, Tignonville undoubtedly felt invigorated and 

refreshed by the repetitive reassurance of the text. Like a prayer cycle, a practice that 

became increasingly popular with the use of Books of Hours at the time of this textôs 

translation, the Diz Moraulx for Tignonville was a stabilizing material and textual 

assurance both of his ability as a scholar and of the political and societal goals of the 

kingdom of France. 

There is no ñbiographyò of Tignonville, as such. Most writings that mention him 

only do so by naming him as author of the Diz Moraulx,48 and give a somewhat sparse 

description of his political work (and the latter description tends toward renditions of his 

mortifying expulsion from the role of provost of Paris). However limited his biography, 

two diverse, yet connected parts of Tignonvilleôs character become evident in the 

available literature: both his decision to translate the Diz Moraulx, and the way in which 

he did so, reveal his dual role as scholar and courtier. His often conflicting positions in 

academic and political spheres caused a personal struggle for Tignonville and, in the end, 

one won out over the other; the ideological academic in Tignonville won out over the 

puissant politician, to the detriment of both. 

                                                 
48

 Tignonville himself highlighted his authorship: no manuscript version of the Diz Moraulx 

survives without his name in the title (ñtranslattez de lattin en francois par noble homme Messire 

Guillemme de Tignonvilleò), a detail which he no doubt insisted upon. 
48 



 

25 

Tignonville was descended from a noble family in the area of Beauce, just outside 

of Paris, which traced its ancestry to the reign of Philip II Augustus.49 Tignonvilleôs birth 

date is unknown. In his early life, he was a vassal to the dukes of Orléans and Berry, both 

of whom acquired books from Tignonvilleôs personal library after his death in 1414.50 

Durand notes that by 1391, Tignonville was an advisor to Louis of France, the youngest 

brother of King Charles VI. He later became the chamberlain of the king, and in this 

position, he travelled extensively in western Europe as an ambassador. He became 

provost of the city of Paris on June 6, 1401. 

When Tignonville took the office of Provost of the city of Paris, the political 

scene might be described as turbulent at best. Charles VI took the throne at age eleven 

during the Hundred Yearsô War. The government was controlled by Philip the Bold, 

Duke of Burgundy; John, Duke of Berry; Louis I, Duke of Anjou; and Louis II, Duke of 

Bourbon until Charles came of age at age twenty-one, a situation that gave rise to 

competing goals, and abuses of the kingdom's resources, by the four competing nobles. 

This in turn led to tax hikes to replenish the kingdomôs wealth, which resulted in revolts 

and unrest among the French people. Durant writes that the state of démence (roughly 

translated as dementia, madness, or insanity) of Charles VI, even once he reached 

adulthood, made his political position tenuous.51 In 1388, Charles VI took power from his 

uncles, and conditions in France improved moderately ï but a violent bout of madness in 
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August 1392, which ended in Charles slaying four of his own knights and nearly killing 

his own brother, Louis of Orléans ï marked a return to political instability.52 After this 

first major psychotic episode, ñthe royal physicians who were interrogated by the duke of 

Burgundy in Le Mans stated that the king had been suffering for a long time from a 

óweakness of intellectô and that they suspected he would get worse.ò53 As the kingôs 

attacks of extreme paranoia became more frequent and violent, two ñprinces of the 

blood,ò in particular, vied for Charlesô power: Louis, Duke of Orl®ans, and Philip the 

Bold, son of Jean the Good. The year that Tignonville assumed the position of provost, 

1401, the Duke of Burgundy attacked the City of Paris.54 Although Durand writes that 

some ñsemblance of reconciliationò was made in the following year, when Philip the 

Bold died in April of 1404 and his son, Jean the Fearless, succeeded him, political 

turmoil became even more heated.55 

As provost, Tignonville was responsible for providing counsel in criminal and 

civil trials and providing support for members of the academic or political community. 

His considerable weight in the academic and political community may be shown in two 

ways. First, amidst political turbulence, a debate within the academic community in Paris 

was raging as well, as medieval university status became ña kind of intellectual 
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knighthood,ò and status among the academic elite became increasingly valuable.56 The 

famous debate of the Roman de la Rose became a passion for one of Tignonvilleôs 

friends, Christine de Pizan. She and other writers and moralists criticized the work of 

allegorical vision literature for its sensual language and imagery. Christine had notably 

used Tignonvilleôs Diz Moraulx in her research of ancient philosophers for the Livre de la 

Cité des Dames, which she completed in 1405. And, during the debate over the Rose, she 

sent Tignonville a letter entreating him to support her publicly at the debate as part of his 

duties as provost, to ñsupport in all cases the weakest part, insofar as its cause is just.ò57 

Tignonville had helped Christine free herself from her debts as a widow by using his 

influence in the French courts, and, later, he would ñtake care of the body of King Louis, 

Christineôs patron, and direct the search for those who brutally assassinated him.ò58 Her 

letter requesting his support signifies the weight and influence assigned to his opinions.  

Prudence Allen has noted that Christine de Pizan strove during this debate to 

assert ñreason as the ultimate arbiter of truth.ò59 Christine asked for Tignonvilleôs support 

not simply because he was her friend, or even because she was the weakest person in the 

debate of the Rose, but because he found her arguments to be true after ñgiving a hearing 

to the facts of our debateò and ñthe discreet exercise of your wisdom.ò60 The use of 
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individual reason to discover the truth is a motif in Tignonvilleôs Diz Moraulx, a fact 

which Pizan surely knew from her research. This precept seemed also to be a theme at the 

time in the academic scene of Paris, when the kingdomôs ruler struggled so publicly with 

reason, and the French people repeatedly found themselves in political upheaval, as well 

as social and moral chaos. David F. Hult describes this turmoil: ñPerhaps as a distraction 

from the political and social woes of the realm, the ideals of chivalry and praise for 

women were being revisited and formulated anew. [...] It is quite possible that the debate 

over the Rose, in addition to being a serious exchange on moral, religious, and 

intellectual matters, served as a form of diversion during these profoundly troubling 

times.ò61  

 A second circumstance demonstrating Tignonvilleôs influence as provost is the 

case that ultimately led to his downfall. In April of 1407, Tignonville was discharged as 

provost ñbecause of his conflict with the University of Paris.ò62 It was amidst this conflict 

that the friction between Tignonvilleôs dual roles as scholar and politician came to a head, 

blurring the line between classroom and court. Details surrounding this struggle are many 

and inconsistent, nevertheless, a general picture of events may be painted with prevailing 

facts. In 1407, two clerks of the University of Paris, both ñlikely members of the militant 

Norman Nation,ò were found guilty of what Durand notes as homicide and highway 

robbery, but what several other scholars contend was only the latter.63 Claude Gauvard 
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quotes the writings of Jean Bouteiller at the end of the fourteenth century: ñThere are 

several cases that are not to receive forgiveness, such as murderers, arsonists, rapists, 

highway robbers (whom the clerics call plunderers of the people [depraedatores 

populorum], traitors, heretics, sodomites. Such people are not to be legally pardoned.ò64 

In short, either crime allegedly committed by the two students was considered 

contemptible and would have been arbitrated severely. Tignonville was asked to advise 

the university on what course of action it should take against the students, and he urged 

the university to try them vigorously, a stance which ultimately led to the studentsô 

execution by hanging. Michael Alan Sizer notes that Tignonville did so ñwithout 

following proper legal procedure or respecting clerical immunity,ò although the 

circumstances surrounding the hanging, including its date, are unclear. Outraged at the 

injustice of the case, university students rioted, went on strike, and even threatened to 

uproot the university from Paris, moving the institution elsewhere, were Tignonville not 

punished for his recommendation.  

Meanwhile, the political situation in Paris was unraveling. By November of 1407, 

the Duke of Orl®ans had been assassinated, and the conflict over Charles VIôs power 

erupted into a full-blown civil war between the Armagnacs, supporters of the House of 

Valois, and the Burgundians, supporters of the dukes of Burgundy. In mid-May of 1408, 

ña great ceremony of Tignonvilleôs humiliation was enacted in front of large crowds in 

Paris.ò65 Tignonville was forced to remove the bodies from the gallows ï both of which 
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had, by this point, rotted significantly ï and, after kissing them, lead them in a grotesque 

parade to the Cathedral of Notre Dame for a proper burial. He was replaced as provost by 

the Burgundian-sympathizing Pierre des Essarts, and made to pay a fine for his 

misconduct. While Tignonvilleôs malpractice in trying and executing these student clerks 

was part of the reason he was ousted, he was also clearly a victim of politics.66 

But what does Tignonvilleôs greatest academic work have to do with his political 

career? Should the translator of the Latin work which preceded Tignonvilleôs be an 

indication, this was a crucial political text as well as an entertaining and didactic one. 

Giovanni da Procida, thought to be the translator of the Liber Philosophorum Moralium 

Antiquorum, was also a royal advisor with intimate connections to the thirteenth-century 

Spanish court. Although the circumstances under which the Liber Philosophorum were 

written and how they may relate to the Spanish political landscape are outside the scope 

of this study, the relationship between Procida and Tignonville and, more specifically, 

their political connections, is an important one.  

Tignonvilleôs academic and political careers converged uncomfortably at the 

subject of kingship, which epitomized, for him, the need to think seriously about morality 

and justice in practical politics. A major theme of Procidaôs Liber Philosophorum ï one 

which must have attracted Tignonville to the text ï was the moral behavior of kings and 

princes, and the results that royal choices and actions would have on their kingdoms. As 

Gauvard points out, the kingôs role as moral leader of his people was a hot topic of 

humanist debate during the reign of Charles VI: 

Engaged in active intellectual inquiry, [political theorists] went in search of guilty 
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parties. This quest began with the head of the body politic, with the king and 

crimes that he committed. [...] Political theorists pointed to a double principle: 

that crime is contagious and that the king should serve as an example. If the king 

is a criminal, then his people suffer the effects of the crime doubly, an idea that 

was widespread during Charles VIôs reign. Guillaume de Tignonville expressed it 

in the Ditz moraulx: óThe bad king is like a vulture that brings to the earth a foul 

stench all around him; the good king is like a clean running river that brings 

benefit to everyone.ô67 

 

The intellectual response to Charles VIôs mental illness, in other words, was 

oriented around the same oppositional theory applied by Sutton to the Diz Moraulx ï one 

that contextualizes good in comparison to evil, and one which is present in the passage 

above. In this instance, the actions of Charles VI revealed him to be a fool, an enemy, and 

a ñbad king.ò His weaknesses ï intellectual, physical, or mental ï were identified as the 

proximate causes of what was thought to be a national epidemic of crime, war, and 

illness. Furthermore, Gauvard writes, 

Nicholas de Clamanges, Christine de Pizan, and Jean Gerson all dreamed of an 

intense judicial undertaking based on the idea that crimes were not sufficiently 

punished and that criminals who ran free contributed to criminal contagion. They 

admitted that the king could not be everywhere in his kingdom and that the power 

of the royal judge must be recognized as derived from that of the king. As 

Christine de Pizan writes, it is proper for the king to put óvarious ministers and 

lieutenants in all the widespread jurisdictions.ô68 

 

Tignonvilleôs political decision to punish the two students harshly for their crimes 

may have come from this stanceða position shared by his friend Christine de Pizan, and 

one that they may have discussed as Tignonville assumed provostial office and struggled 

to make life-and-death decisions. They and their humanist colleagues believed that 

reform could be achieved through punishment; that crime left unpunished would fester 
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and spread like a disease of immorality throughout the land; and that the wellspring of 

this disease was King Charles himself, a diseased leader infecting his country. This belief 

informs the Diz Moraulx, and no doubt affected both Tignonvilleôs political associations 

in the French court and his standpoints as provost. Tignonville tried to impose his own 

ideological beliefs about justice, crime, and punishment on the people of Paris as a 

political agent. Refusing to separate intellectual ideal from political reality, Tignonville 

was soundly rejected by both groups: university students saw him as part of the sick and 

tainted government from which stemmed crime, murder, and highway robbery, separate 

from them and reflective of a diseased political culture. In contrast, Tignonvilleôs 

government colleagues believed he was overly influenced by academic theory, to the 

point that intellectualism affected his political actions and leanings. Both groups cast him 

aside.  

The political circumstances in the kingdom of France and the Diz Moraulxôs focus 

on kingship no doubt drew Tignonvilleôs attention for this reason. But this combination 

of the turbulent political atmosphere and this textôs presentation of kingship also likely 

prompted Tignonville to shape the manuscript to fit the space and time in which he was 

writing. A closer look at the Latin Liber Philosophorum in comparison to Tignonvilleôs 

French text makes his changes clear. 

The order in which the philosophers are listed between the Liber Philosophorum 

and the Diz Moraulx is unchanged; Tignonvilleôs only change in this regard was to 

translate names for a French audience. Similarly, the biographies of the philosophers tell 

the same stories, supporting B¿hlerôs suspicions about the accuracy of these biographies 

over four manuscript versions. The purpose of the text also remains true to the genre of 
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wisdom literature from Latin to French versions of the text. It is safe to assume that the 

textôs meaning and uses changed mainly in their perception from one audience and time 

period to another. In large part, Tignonvilleôs translation re-represents the prominent 

theme of teaching and entertaining through moralistic advice given by sages. It is also 

clear that the representation of kingship was a theme prevalent in the Latin version of the 

text as well; throughout the text, only four philosophers of twenty-three fail to address 

kingship.  

Bühler and Sutton agree, however, that the Diz Moraulx was not ñmerely a rote 

translation of the Latin; he shortened his version considerably, but did not hesitate to 

insert material of his own creation to the text.ò69 Ezio Franceschiniôs edition of the Liber 

Philosophorum from 1931, however, is only about 3,000 words shorter than the Diz 

Moraulx as it exists in Houghton Ms Typ 207 (considering the sparse nature of the Latin 

language in comparison to the flowery nature of the French language, however, even a 

French text of the same length would have involved significant editing). The notable 

changes that Tignonville made did not significantly affect the overall length of the 55,000 

word document. What is notable is that Tignonville lengthened the chapters on Socrates 

and Alexander the Great ï adding about 500 and 1,500 words, respectively ï while 

shortening chapters on Aristotle, Hippocrates, Plato, Ptolemy, and several other 

philosophers. He also cut the length of the last chapter on plusieurs sages significantly, 

by about 3,000 words. While Tignonville may have added sayings to chapters besides 

those of Alexander and Socrates, however, only these two chapters became more 
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prominent, as others were ultimately whittled down.70 We will see that the illuminator 

who worked on Ms Typ 207 understood the importance of Alexander the Great to 

Tignonvilleôs text; Alexander alone is depicted in at least five miniatures throughout his 

chapter.  

 Tignonvilleôs decision to focus particular emphasis on Alexander the Great is far 

from arbitrary. Alexander the Great is the only sage in this text who was a king. He alone 

exemplifies sayings throughout the text about the ñgood king.ò He alone wielded the 

same levels of political power as Charles VI, and his biography and sayings become 

particularly important in this context. Alexanderôs extensive chapter is focused on his 

role as king, and the moral responsibilities that accompanied that role. Given the 

discussion in humanist academic circles surrounding the kingôs moral behavior and its 

effects on his people, Guillaumeôs text must have found a home amid these types of 

discussions, if not for its historical accuracy, then certainly for the examples it gives of 

kingship in Alexanderôs chapter.  

A striking definition of kingship may be found within Alexanderôs sayings. 

Unlike other philosophers whose biographies, however brief, begin with their lineage and 

upbringing which gives some sense of childhood, Alexanderôs biography begins just as 

he avenges his fatherôs death and assumes the role of King of Macedonia. When he 

addresses his knights for the first time, he says: 

Fair lords, I do not want to have any lordship over you, but will be as one of you, 

and what pleases you will please me also. I will love that which you love, and 

hate that which you hate. [...] But I [...] counsel and pray that you believe in god 

and obey him as your sovereign. Choose him as your king whom you see obeying 

god, who will best consider the good state of the people, who will be most 

chivalrous and merciful to the poor, who best protects justice and the rights of the 
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weak against the strong, who will best expose his body to the needs of the public, 

who will not hesitate to guard and defend you, whatever thousands of pleasures or 

delights may [tempt him]; thus you shall be kept from all evil by means of the 

good works of that one who bravely will face danger and death to destroy your 

enemies. Just such a man ought to be chosen as king, and no other.71 

 

In this passage Alexander introduces himself as king, but in stark contrast to 

Charles VI, he actively recognizes his role in relation to his people. Whereas King 

Charlesôs shortcomings as king manifested themselves in the mind of the French 

academic community as all of the ails of French society, Alexander realizes that the 

problems of his people are his problems as well, and he vows to protect ñthe needs of the 

public.ò 

Another episode in Alexanderôs chapter provides powerful evidence for 

Tignonvilleôs idealistic stance about justice emanating from the king. Near the end of 

Alexanderôs life some soldiers pass by him, bringing with them a thief on his way to the 

gallows. As he approaches Alexander, the thief cries ñoh noble king, save my life, for I 

have great repentance and sorrow for the evil that I have done.ò72 Alexander, ñfor he 

understood that [the thief] was greatly repentant,ò commanded that the thief should be 

hung immediately. Alexanderôs sympathy for the thief manifests in a swift and deadly 
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punishment, showing the value of justice in a model society, and the unrelenting 

righteousness of the paradigmatic king. 

The pattern that Tignonville noticed ï the representation of kingship throughout 

the text ï certainly drew his attention as he watched his own king suffer publicly from 

mental illness. He saw that it hampered his ability to rule, and observed that those who 

stepped in to rule in his stead caused a civil war. Tignonville may have looked to the Diz 

Moraulx, a text with which he was so intimately acquainted, as a guide ï both for his own 

role as a political representative and as a potential guide for his king (or whomever 

assumed power for him). Tignonvilleôs method of ñtranslationò allowed him to extend the 

notion of kingship already existent in Alexanderôs chapter to one that allowed him to 

contrast Alexander, the paradigmatic good king, to his own king and his own political 

situation. In this way Tignonville is not merely translator, but indeed the author, of this 

text. While he does hand down existing wisdom from a thirteenth-century Latin audience 

to an early fifteenth-century French audience, he made changes to the text that reflected 

his own space and time, and his own political and academic views and experiences, using 

opposition to compare the ideal in his text with his own disconcerting political reality.  

Ultimately, though the Diz Moraulx was better left as intellectual fodder than 

enacted as political edict, it both shaped and was shaped by the man who translated it. In 

the same way, the manuscript central to this thesis, Ms Typ 207, was shaped by the 

manuscript that preceded it and by the hands that crafted it. Each manuscript of 

Guillaumeôs text that was recreated in the Middle Ages is unique, and Ms Typ 207 is no 

exception. Dated between 1418 and 1420, a full generation after Tignonvilleôs 

translation, this manuscript version also translates the text in new ways: both through the 
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scribeôs process of transcribing a pre-existing manuscript, perhaps changing small details 

along the way, and through an illuminatorôs process of interpretation in visually depicting 

each philosopher and his sayings. Tignonvilleôs text draws out the implications of a 

kingôs placement within a text about philosophers, recognizing that the latter group sets 

the agenda or provides the model for what rulers do. Turning now to the interplay of text 

and image in Ms Typ 207, it becomes clear that this manuscriptôs illustrator, the Master 

of the Harvard Hannibal, in turn drew out the implications of Tignonvilleôs assimilation 

of philosopher and king by foregrounding and schematizing their parallels in structural 

and visual form.  
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Chapter Three 

 

Wisdoms Reimagined: Imaging the Diz Moraulx 

 
Et comme il fut pres de la mort il appella alexandre [et] le fist roy, et fist venit les princes qui le recevrent 

a seigneur. Depuis aristote appella et lui dit que devant lui il voulsist dire a alexandre son filz aucunes 

bonnes exortacions lesquell[es] lui peussent estre bonnes en lautre monde, quant il departiroit de ceslui, et 

ainsi le fist aristote.  
 

And when Philip was close to death he called Alexander and made him king, and called the princes and 

charged them that they should take him for their lord. He then called Aristotle, and told him to teach 

Alexander good things after [Philip] died, so that he might be good in the other world, when he left this 

one. And this is what Aristotle did. 
 
ðLes Diz Moraulx des Philosophes, f. 18v. 
 

Nearly a generation after Tignonville took up his pen and began to translate the Liber 

Philosophorum, a scribe and an artist set to work on a new copy of the Diz Moraulx des 

Philosophes. They carefully planned the layout of the manuscriptôs pages, which would 

each be embellished with illuminated letters in red, blue, and gold, at the beginning of 

each new saying. At the opening of each of the textôs twenty-three chapters, as well as 

before each epistle of Alexander the Great, the artist would also depict a scene from the 

life of each sectionôs subject, showing them in discourse, in study, or (in Alexanderôs 

case) in battle. As the scribe wrote out Tignonvilleôs text by hand, he carefully left open 

spaces on the vellum leaves for the illuminations he knew were to come. The 

manuscriptôs artist then read and interpreted the text for himself, rendering its message in 

shape and color rather than in letters and words. 

The name of the scribe whose steady hand fills Ms Typ 207 is unknown. Its 

illuminator, however, has been identified as the artist responsible for another Houghton 

manuscript. He is the ñMaster of the Harvard Hannibal,ò whose depiction of Hannibalôs 

coronation occupies the frontispiece of a French translation of Livyôs Ab Urbe Condita. 
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Between 1418 and 1420, this Master and his scribal counterpart worked together on 

Tignonvilleôs text, a collaboration that resulted in a new version for a new audience, one 

that visually and textually assimilated the role of the teacher and the king. The Master of 

the Harvard Hannibal, however, took this interpretive process yet one step further. 

Recognizing that the text reflected how Alexanderôs power as king ultimately came from 

wisdom, and that his wisdom was passed down to him through his teacher, Aristotle, the 

Master visually assimilated Aristotleôs role as philosopher with Alexanderôs role as king. 

While he depicts Alexander the Great literally acting out his kingly duties, he 

metaphorically places Aristotle on a throne of wisdom ï the wellspring from which, 

Tignonvilleôs text argues, all good kingship arises.  

It is fitting that Aristotleôs chapter precedes that of Alexander. Aristotle was 

Alexanderôs teacher, and, later in life, his royal advisor. Their texts inflect and affect one 

another because their biographies, deeds, and sayings overlap significantly, both 

historically and in Tignonvilleôs text. In turn, the images of Aristotle and Alexander in 

Ms Typ 207 are far more than simply ñillustrationsò or ñportraitsò of historical figures. 

Instead, they operate as a visual argument for the rule of the wise, as represented by 

Aristotle, which also accommodates the need for the life of action, represented by 

Alexander. As Tignonvilleôs text, and the humanists of the University of Paris whose 

arguments inform it, made clear, the status of the kingôs personal body had a critical 

effect on the body politic. Therefore, the education of kings was a critically important 

task. 

For Aristotle, political rule began with the rule of the self. This leads us to 

wonder, with Carnes Lord, ñWhy is Aristotle reluctant to leave it at saying that the best 
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way of life both for the individual and for the city is a life devoted to the activity of 

political rule?ò73 The answer, provided in the images of the Master of the Harvard 

Hannibal, is that to know how to form oneselfðand in the case of an Alexander, to form 

oneôs kingdomðit is necessary first to seek the advice of someone who has considered 

politics on every level. Political success, in other words, is predicated upon the kind of 

introspective, reflective life modeled by wise men like Aristotle. The images of these two 

figures in the Houghton manuscript thus elegantly negotiate the tensions between 

upholding the nobility of the (necessarily) active life of rule through images of 

Alexander, while asserting the primacy of the contemplative life through Aristotleôs 

miniature.  

 
Fig. 1. The Master of the Harvard Hannibal, Aristotle with his Disciples. ca. 1418-1420. Tempera 

and gold leaf on vellum. Image courtesy of Houghton Library, Cambridge, MA.  

 

In the miniature that opens Aristotleôs chapter (fig. 1), the philosopher is shown 

sitting in a high-backed wooden chair behind a podium, upon which rests a book. The 

aging Aristotle gestures at the book, frozen in a quiet moment while he teaches to the 

young students around him. Roger S. Wieck has described the Masterôs work in this 
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manuscript as ñhighly decorative with intense areas of local color,ò74 in keeping with his 

tendency to employ intricate geometrical shapes in his miniatures. This quality can be 

seen here, both in the form of the tiled floor and in the gold leaf applied to the back wall 

of the room (the only gold in the image), which reflects light back to the reader. The calm 

foreground is challenged by the vibrant background, representing the complex, internal 

work that is taking place.  

Tignonville attributes to Aristotle the dictum, ñ[He says] the wisest man is the one 

who offers his opinion on nothing until he properly understands itò75 This text seems to 

inform the image, as Aristotle is shown with downcast eyes, contemplating what to say to 

his students next. Each figure in the miniature seems to be occupied in the act of study, 

save Aristotle, who gestures to his book as if offering, even pushing, it toward the 

imageôs beholder. This action may refer not only to the manuscript in which the 

miniature is contained, but to Aristotleôs writings as a whole, for in this scene it is 

Aristotle alone who bestows wisdom to those seeking it, whether in the painted classroom 

or in the wider world beyond its borders.  

Alexander could very well be one of the students in this image. Both Aristotleôs 

and Alexanderôs biographies place the reader in the classroom with this teacher and his 

pupil, the future king. In one episode, Aristotle calls Alexander to him and asks him 

questions about ñthe governance of the lords and of the people.ò Although we are told 
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that ñAlexander answered very well,ò Aristotle proceeds to beat him with a rod. When 

asked why he did this, Aristotle answers that since ñthis child is ordained to be a great 

king,ò he must be beaten to keep him from becoming too proud. In the chapter on 

Alexander, the young king is described sitting in a classroom with princes from other 

realms, all of whom are asked by Aristotle what they will give him when they become 

king. The other children give predictable answersðñI will give you a part of my realm,ò 

for example, or ñI will give you rulership and governance.ò Alexander, however, 

declares, ñThat which I will do tomorrow, do not ask me today, for when I see that which 

I have not seen, I will think like I have never thought. But if I should reign, as you say I 

will, I then will do what you think it is suitable for me to do.ò It is easy to imagine 

Aristotleôs wry smile as he pats the boy on the shoulder, saying, ñI know without a doubt 

that you shall be a great king.ò76 

Aristotleôs authority over Alexander as a teacher and guide is apparent, but so too 

are Alexanderôs natural ability, kingly attributes, and nobility of thought. This teacher-

student relationship is emphasized at key moments in both menôs chapters. Aristotle, 

however, is not depicted in the studentôs role: called to become King Philipôs advisor at 

age seventeen, the same age that Alexander becomes king, he is never described as a 

young man, nor as one in need of guidance. While Aristotleôs teacher, Plato, briefly 

appears in his biography, the two are presented almost as colleagues, rather than as 
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teacher and student. Instead, Aristotle seems to be directed by wisdom itself, or at least 

by the pursuit thereof; he is always one step ahead of the textôs action, the contemplative 

pose depicted in his miniature indicating a transcendence of normal human doubt and 

error. Refusing to worship ñidolsò like those around him, he shrewdly leaves the city of 

Athens when he recognizes that his behavior will lead some to poison him as they did 

Socrates.77 Returning to his hometown of Stagira, Aristotle establishes a school, does 

many charitable works, renews the town, and ñestablishes laws which the kings 

honored.ò78 Perhaps this is why Aristotleôs sayings are nearly indistinguishable from his 

vita: he bestows wisdom to his readers both in the first person (through his dicta) and 

through the described deeds of his biography. 

 

Fig. 2. The Master of the Harvard Hannibal, Alexander at the Battle of Serapion. ca. 1418-1420. Tempera 

and gold leaf on vellum. Image courtesy of Houghton Library, Cambridge, MA. 
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Unlike the ever-reflective Aristotle, Alexander is a man of action, a fact reflected 

in the Harvard Masterôs depictions of him. His opening miniature is strikingly different 

from those of the other philosophers: rather than depicting its subject in the act of 

discourse, it presents the viewer with a scene of battle between two rulers, identified by 

the golden crowns upon their heads (fig. 2). Here Alexander, decked in red, lunges 

forward against the blue-clad and cowering King Cahus, who has threatened Philipôs 

kingdom. According to the accompanying text, Alexander had not yet become king when 

he battled Cahus, nor did he strike Cahus down: this honor was left to Alexanderôs father, 

who then rewarded his son with the royal crown.79 The illuminator, therefore, has made a 

decisive break here from Tignonvilleôs script in order to emphasize Alexanderôs potency 

and agency, protecting both father and kingdom against a mortal enemy. 

 
 

Fig. 3. The Master of the Harvard Hannibal, Alexander and Darius. ca. 1418-1420. Tempera and gold leaf 

on vellum. Image courtesy of Houghton Library, Cambridge, MA.  
 

This theme of the active king, while particularly pronounced in the battle scene, is 

advanced to varying degrees in all of Alexanderôs miniatures, which depict him 
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performing a range of royal duties. The next image of the king (fig. 3), for instance, 

shows him feasting with his own knights and the subjects of King Darius in the city of 

Quelle, which Alexander had recently seized from the Persian king. Instead of burning 

the city down as an example to his enemies, Alexander showed them mercy, nobly 

sharing his food and drink with them. The miniature condenses this narrative into a 

focused moment of humility and benevolence, with Persian nobles kneeling before the 

figure of the Greek king, whose open arms beckon them to join his knights at table. In 

clear contrast to the static and disengaged figure of Aristotle, then, Alexander is 

presented to us in medias res, the focus of action as well as the engine driving it. 

 

Fig. 4. The Master of the Harvard Hannibal, Alexander sends a letter to Olympia. ca. 1418-1420. Tempera 

and gold leaf on vellum. Image courtesy of Houghton Library, Cambridge, MA.  
 

In turn, Alexanderôs third, fourth, and fifth images depict him in conversation 

with other characters from his biographyða feature reflecting the often-epistolary 

character of his vita, which quotes Alexanderôs letters from the battlefield to enemy 

kings, from faraway lands to his home kingdom, and, on his deathbed, to his mother 

Olympia. The miniature devoted to this final episode (fig. 4) presents us with an 

Alexander who seems far older than his own mother. He is hunched, wrinkled, and gray, 

subdued in comparison to the lively Alexander who dominates the feasting hall. His 

attendants gather around him with concern as he dictates to a scribe, who hurriedly 
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scribbles down the words which comprise his last epistle, and which make up the bulk of 

the chapter dedicated to him in Tignonvilleôs text. 

Yet despite the grand import of these final words, and the splendor of the funeral 

ceremony which we are told followed his death soon thereafter, it is Aristotleôs image 

that concludes Alexanderôs chapterða fact that calls attention to the central role played 

by the kingôs tutor and advisor throughout that chapter, beginning with King Philipôs 

dying wish that Aristotle continue to teach his son and heir and reinforced at chapterôs 

end by the observation that ñwhen [Alexanderôs] father commanded him to diligently 

hear his master, he answered again and said that he would not only hear him, but he 

would follow his counsel to the best of his ability.ò80 Tignonvilleôs text thus encourages 

the reader to consider Alexanderôs sayings and deeds in light of the standards of wisdom 

established by his master, Aristotle, who proves to be the most important guiding force in 

Alexanderôs life. 

Aristotle, we are told, identified three actions for which kings deserved praise and 

adulation: instituting good laws, conquering other regions, and filling deserted lands with 

people. While these endeavors loom large in Alexanderôs chapter, Aristotleôs letters play 

an equally important role, offering a medium for the latterôs pithy maxims and 

encouragement to good behavior. Despite this fact, however, the Master of the Harvard 

Hannibal never shows Aristotle writing or sending a letter to his protegé. Instead, he is 

depicted metaphorically, his stance, the objects around him, and his features all 

communicating more subtle messages about kingship to the reader. Aristotle sits on a 
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high-backed wooden chair. His head is covered with a simple black cap, and his hand 

rests upon a book, the object most central to the image. These three objects evoke the 

three primary imperial regalia ï throne, crown, and sceptre ï which in turn connote 

kingship, authority, and, argues Eva R. Hoffman, virtue: ñJust as the emperorôs body and 

behavior were held to ideals of beauty and decorum, his costume and regalia were the 

visible expression of his majesty and virtues.ò81 To be sure, Aristotle is not depicted 

literally as a king; nevertheless, his centrality within the image, the deference with which 

his students gather around him, and his dominant and commanding posture all echo 

traditional iconography of the enthroned ruler. 

By portraying Aristotle in this way, the Master of the Harvard Hannibal thus 

effects a visual chiasmus between master and student, tutor and pupil, philosopher and 

king. Although Alexander enacts kingship in each of his five miniatures, Aristotleôs 

single image condenses all of his power. It is from Aristotle, rather than King Philip, that 

Alexanderôs true legitimacy comes. for by passing down wisdom, he makes it possible 

for Alexander to be a righteous and successful king. Wisdom is his authority, and 

knowledge his power, a fact declared by Aristotle earlier in the Diz Moraulx: 

O Alexander, if you rule other than you should, you will be envied, and from envy 

shall come lies, and from lies hate, and from hate injustice, and from injustice 

injury; from injury will come battle, and through [folio 16v] battle the law and 

your possessions will perish. But rule as you should, and truth shall grow in your 

realm, and from truth shall come justice, and from justice love, and from love 

great gifts and security, by which law will be maintained and your people 

increased.82 
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Aristotle understands the repercussions of a kingôs actions and even the latterôs internal 

dispositions, such as envy. But he has also contemplated the ramifications of righteous 

kingship, which grows from small seeds such as telling the truth into mighty forests of 

prosperous cities and happy subjects. Aristotle has scrutinized kingship from every angle, 

and can explain the merits and actions of a good king as well as the characteristics and 

consequences of a bad one. It is not a stretch to think that Aristotle could be an excellent 

king himself.  

In this light, we can understand why Tignonville conflated philosophy with 

kingship: in his reworking of the wisdom text tradition, the latter is derived from the 

former. This becomes even more clear in the Houghton manuscript, completed about five 

years after Tignonvilleôs death. The manuscriptôs images may have elaborated and 

confirmed Tignonvilleôs own political views, had he been alive to view, and read, the 

Master of the Harvard Hannibalôs visual translation of his text. But while Tignonville 

drew out the implications of Alexanderôs place within a text about philosophers, the 

Master of the Harvard Hannibal drew out the implications of this assimilation. 

Recognizing the relationship between king and philosopher in Tignonvilleôs translation, 

the illuminator deftly expands upon Tignonvilleôs textual argument about kingshipôs 

place within philosophical discourse, spelling out in vivid terms its implications for 

Tignonvilleôs model king, Alexander, and the kingôs master, Aristotle. The illuminator 

realized that Alexanderôs power as a king ultimately came from his wisdom; both 

Aristotle and Alexanderôs chapters are full of wise maxims about kingship, passed from 
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philosopher to king. The miniatures emphasize this knowledge, representing Aristotle 

metaphorically with the visual vocabulary of kingship, and depicting Alexander seven 

times over literally acting out his masterôs instructions. This is where the line between 

text and image blurs, and where the illuminator becomes a translator and author in turn.  
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Epilogue 

 
Et dit la langue de lomme mo[n]stre son sens ou sa folie. 

He says the tongue of a man shows his wisdom or his folly. 

ïLes Diz Moraulx des Philosophes, f. 17 

 

When Guillaume de Tignonville took the Liber Philosophorum from a shelf in his study 

at the end of the fourteenth century, he did not know what impact the text would have 

upon his life, nor what impact his translation would have upon the text. Twenty years 

later, when two men copied Tignonvilleôs text, nuancing it with their own amendments 

and illuminations, they produced yet another translation that made new visual 

connections between philosopher and king. Their finished product, which inspired this 

study, now sits quietly on the shelves at Houghton Library. 

This Houghton manuscript tells a story. It is different both from the Latin Liber 

Philosophorum that Tignonville first pulled from his shelf and from his completed French 

translation. It is representative of a genre, wisdom literature, and its purpose in that 

context is to impart wisdom to its readers. But its different iterations also speak to how 

each manuscript is created under a particular set of circumstances, and how each 

manuscript reflects the ever-differing historical settings in which its creators, and readers, 

exist. The manuscript has much to teach about medieval culture ï about kingship, 

Guillaume de Tignonville, Charles ñThe Mad,ò and the University of Paris. It challenges 

the notion, through its many translations, that Latin and vernacular readers existed in 

separate cultural spheres. Both Latin and vernacular readers had access to this text over a 
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vast geographical space and for more than four centuries. It also demonstrates the subtle 

ways in which image and text may comment upon one another and make new arguments 

of their own.  

As a modern reader turns this manuscriptôs pages, he or she might conclude that it 

is complete. Aristotleôs chapter will always precede that of Alexander; the philosopher 

will always pass his wisdom down to the king, who will act on the philosopherôs advice. 

The text, however, continues to pass down wisdoms of old to those who read it, 

communicating a different message to each one, and reflecting and refracting their own 

physical and mental likenesses. In this way, Ms Typ 207 will never be ñcomplete.ò Each 

new reading (of text or of image) provides a new opportunity for interpretation, and for 

change. It is my hope that the two appendices of this thesis will aid future students in this 

interpretive process, and that the reading of this manuscript offered in this thesis will 

encourage further study of Tignonvilleôs text and the rich tradition it embodies.  
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Introduction to Appendix One 

  

In this transcription of Houghton Libraryôs Ms Typ 207, Les Diz Moraulx des 

Philosophes, my intent was to remain as faithful as possible to the feeling of studying the 

manuscript while also maintaining its readability. To this end, scribal abbreviations in the 

text have been expanded, and are marked with brackets surrounding letters I have added 

(for example, q[ua]tr[iem] e). Capitalization in the manuscript is intermittent: proper 

nouns and beginnings of sentences are often left in the lower case by the scribe, and will 

be found uncapitalized in the transcription. I also have used punctuation sparsely, 

deferring to the scribeôs markings of commas and periods and excluding exclamations, 

quotations, questions, colons, and the like altogether. Readers will note that accents and 

elisions (e.g., premièrement or dôeux) were not yet standard in French writing of the early 

fifteenth century, and thus are not used in this transcription. Standardized spellings, too, 

had not yet been established, and I have accordingly deferred to varying scribal spellings 

of words throughout the transcription. There are two exceptions to this rule. First, the use 

of ñungô as the masculine indefinite article in the Houghton manuscript has been marked 

throughout as ñun,ò for the sake of readability. Second, and for the same reason, in 

instances when a ñuò appeared in place of a ñv,ò I have used the modern orthography (for 

example, savoir instead of sauoir).  

This thesisôs central claim that medieval text and image translate and inform one 

another, and more practically the central place of a number of images to the argument 

advanced in Chapter Three, demanded that I include faithful reproductions of the 

manuscriptôs illuminations within the body of the transcription itself, just as they are 

found in Houghton Ms Typ 207. These images have been edited for color correctness, 

image clarity, and distortion. In addition, footnotes throughout the text mark the number 

of missing manuscript folios, and an accompanying estimate of missing illuminations. As 

outlined in Chapter Three, these folios likely included miniatures of Homer, Solon, 

Rabion, Hippocras, Pythagoras, Socrates, Plato, two images of Alexander, and (most 

likely) a depiction of several wise men introducing the manuscriptôs final chapter on ñthe 

sayings of many wise men.ò All missing text in Ms Typ 207 has been replaced with the 

text of a contemporary Paris manuscript of Guillaumeôs work (Paris, Biblioth®que 

Nationale, MS franç. 572; these emendations are indicated in italics.  
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Appendix One 

 

Les diz moraulx des philosophes: translattez de lattin en francois par noble homme 

Messire Guillemme de Tignonville: Harvard University, Houghton Library Ms. Typ 207,  

ca. 1418 ï 1420 

 

Sigla: 

 H Harvard University, Houghton Library, MS Typ 207 

 P1 Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, MS franç. 572 

 

 

Cy commencerat les diz moraulx des philosophes translattez de lattin en francois par 

noble home messire guillemme de Tignonville chevallier. Et premerement les diz 

Sedechias philosophe 

 

Les diz de Sedechias philozophe 

 
Sedechias fut philosophe le premier par qui de la voullente de dieu loy fut veceue et 

sapience entendue. Et dit ycellui Sedechias que chascun de bonne creance devoit avoir en 

soy xvi vertus. La premiere si est congnoistre dieu et ses angels. La seconde avoir 

discrecion du bien et du mal, du bien pour le faire et du mal pour lescheuer. La tiers obir 

aux roys. La iv peinses lesquelz dieu a mis en terre pour seugnorier et avoir puissance sur 

le peuple, la q[ua]tr[iem]e iiije honnourer son pere et sa mere. La ve bien faire a tous 

sellon la possibilite. La vie est donner laulmosies [laumosne] aux peuple, la viie est garder 

et deffendre les estrangers [et] les pell[e]rins, la huitisme soy abandonner entierement au 

service de dieu, la ixe est eschuier fornicacions. La xe avoir pascience, lonziesme estre 


