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ABSTRACT

A CRITICAL STUDY OF THE MIDDLE
ENGLISH ALEXANDER ROMANCES
By

Luann Marie Kitchel

The purpose of this study is to examine and evaluate the five
major Middle English Alexander romances as independent works of lit-

erature. Since the romances considered (Kyng Alisaunder, The Wars

of Alexander, Alexander A, Alexander B, and The Prose Life of Alex-

_an_de_r) are more or less closely based on Latin and French works, the
negligible scholarship that has been produced focusses on extra-liter-
ary matters, avoiding close critical analysis. This study, therefore,
attempts to fill that gap by facing these romances directly; it endeav-
ors to ascertain the intentions of the authors and assess their success
in carrying out these intentions, to formulate the conception of Alexan-
der as it informs the structure of the individual works, and, granting
them their material, to determine the authors' artistic achievement
within their chosen media. The degree of emphasis given to each of
the above aspects varies with the particular romance under considera-
tion; the unique qualities of each work have been allowed to determine
the mode and focus of the analysis.

Chapter I presents a brief survey of the development of the

Alexander legend, concentrating on the derivation of the Middle
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Luann Marie Kitchel
English Alexander romances. The Dublin Epitome, normally included
in the canon of independent Alexander romances, is found to be no more
than a copy of a portion of Anthony Woodville, Earl Rivers' Dictes and

Sayings of the Philosophers as printed by Caxton. An interlinear com-

parison of the Epitome and Dictes is given in an appendix.

Chapter II examines Kyng Alisaunder, giving primary empha-
sis to demonstrating that the '"headpieces, ' previously considered orna-
mental excrescences, are actually integral portions of the romance.
The Kyng Alisaunder poet unifies his essentially didactic work by pre-
senting a dual portrait of Alexander: on the one hand, an idealized
medieval knight and king, on the other, a less-than-perfect man subject
to the forces of nature. The headpieces, as well as the lengthy descrip-
tions of the marvels of the East, support and develop this duality.

Chapter III focusses primarily on the stylistics of The Wars
of Alexander, while also noting that the poet works within epic rather
than romance conventions. Support is offered for the quatrain theory
of composition, but the analysis concentrates on elucidating the poet's
gradual mastery of his poetic form.

Chapter IV is devoted to the two fragments Alexander A and
Alexander B, While neither poet shows much skill in handling the al-
literative line, thei—poet is found to be more successful with material
such as battle scenes where he most likely had a stock of formulas to
fall back on; the B-poet handles dialogue more successfully than nar-
rative.

Chapter V presents a primarily structural study of The Prose
Life of Alexander, demonstrating that the writer employs two basic

methods to control his sprawling material. First, he develops a
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Luann Marie Kitchel
number of motifs, principally the father-son relationship in which
Alexander's role varies in accord with the progress of his career.
Secondly, he approaches Alexander from a fundamentally humanistic,
practical stance, viewing him as an embodiment of the qualities which
make a man a great leader.

While none of these works can be judged great literary

achievements, the authors of Kyng Alisaunder and The Prose Life

exhibit considerable skill in structure and style; only Alexander A
and Alexander B merit the almost total disregard and condemnation

generally accorded this group of romances.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

The popularity of the Alexander legend in medieval England
is attested to by Chaucer's Monk, who believes it necessary to apolo-
gize for treating material so well-known.

The storie of Alisaundre is so commune
' That every wight that hath discrecioun

Hath herd somewhat or all of his fortune. !
This popularity, which continues well into the fifteenth century? is,
however, a phenomenon quite unlike that of Arthur; it neither confines
itself to the literature (and pseudo-history) of Western Europe3 nor
arises in the Middle Ages. The Middle Ages, in fact, bring to a close
the literary interest in the Alexander legend, at least in England. The
tradition of Alexander which medieval authors inherit, and for all
practical purposes terminate, reaches back to the fantastic biography
of the third century A.D.% known as the Pseudo-Callisthenes. Seven,
and possibly eight, 5 of the Middle English Alexander romances can be
traced to this ultimate source. The route from the Pseudo-Callis-
M to the Middle Ages is a circuituous one, however, because
other writings have played a role in the gradual development of the
legend into the forms it takes in the medieval works.

Five major Middle English Alexander romances survive:®

the three alliterative fragments which Skeat named Alexander A,7

Alexander B, 8 and Alexander C, 9 the last of which is better known as

1
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2

The Wars of Alexander; the Prose Life of Alexander;10 and the metri-

cal Kyng Alisaunder. !l Also extant are the ""Expanded Kyng Ali-
saunder, "12 a fragment of 417 lines in couplets which adds a portion of
""Alexander's Letter to Aristotle' to Kyng Alisaunder, and the Dublin
Epitome13 which condenses the entire story of Alexander into four and
a half pages of prose. These seven romances all derive from the
Pseudo-Callisthenes. Not in the Pseudo-Callisthenes tradition are
two other surviving Middle English Alexander romances: a part of

Pseudo-Methodius' Revelationes or De consummatione saeculi which

relates the enclosing of Gog and MagogM and "The Letter of Alexander
to Aristotle. "13

Since the original Pseudo-Callisthenes is unfortunately no
longer extant, source studies must rely on the four major redactions
made of it, commonly referredtoase , B »y » and *§ , each of
which represents a different manuscript tradition. 16 The B and vy -
traditions have no influence on the Middle English romances and there-
fore will not be considered.

The of -tradition has as its most important derivative the

Res Gestae Alexandri Macedonis, a Latin prose translation made by

Julius Valerius about 300 A,D, Julius' translation seems not to have
enjoyed great popularity. The opposite is true of the Zacher Epitome,
a condensation made in the ninth century which survives in 77 Mss, 17
Thomas of Kent (c. 1280)18 based his Anglo-Norman Roman de Toute

Chevalerie on the Zacher Epitome, also incorporating the Epistola

Alexandri ad Aristotelem and borrowing extensively from various

other legendary and historical sources.!? Thomas' as yet unpublished

Roman de Toute Chevalerie served as the immediate source for the
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3
best of the Middle English Alexander romances--Kyng Alisaunder.
The "Expanded Kyng Alisaunder' is also based on the Roman, although
Blilbring weakly argues that the author also used a Latin Epistola ad
Aristotelem. 20

The Dublin Epitome, while it does not properly belong in the
canon of Alexander romances, 21 also traces back to the Pseudo-Callis-
thenes but follows quite a different path. Its immediate source is the
condensed translation made by Anthony Woodville, Earl Rivers of the
French Dits Moraulx of Guillaume de Tignonville (late fourteenth cen-
tury). The French Dits, in turn, goes back, through Latin and Span-
ish versions, to an eleventh century Arabic work by Abul Wafar
Mubasschir ibn F&tik, who took part of his material about Alexander
from an Arabic version of the & -recension of the Pseudo-Callis-
thenes.

No Greek version in the *3 MS tradition survives, but the
former existence of one is attested to by its most important translator,
Archpresbyter Leo of Naples. Leo, in his Prologue, states that while
on a trip to Constantinople, about 950, he copied a Greek manuscript
and later, at the command of Duke John IIT of Naples, translated it into
Latin prose.zz Leo's work, which he or a copyist entitled Nativitas et

Victoria Alexandri Magni, is more popularly known as the Historia de

Preliis, a title first given to the work in the fifteenth century incunab-
ula, Leo's translation has not survived in its original form; instead
we have three independent Latin textual traditions: the Bamberg MS
(Ba), the fragmentary Lambeth MS (L), and the lost MS which served
as the source for the first interpolated recension, I, Only the 1 re-

cension of the Historia de Preliis has importance for this survey;
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Alexander A, Alexander B, The Wars of Alexander, and the Prose

L_ife derive from it; no English version stems from the other tradi-
tions.

A useful aid in following the tortuous path from Leo to the
English romances is provided by Pfister's stemma. 23

Leo

inaes
&t 1
1/\3

The 11 recension, made in the eleventh century, adds a good
deal of material to Leo's original, 24 but more importantly serves as
the basis for two later recensions, IZ and I3, the former of uncertain
date and the latter probably of the twelfth century. The 12 recension, 25
which borrows extensively from Orosius' Historiarum adversum
Paganos as well as drawing on other material, is the immediate source

for Alexander A and Alexander B.

13, which adds new moralizing material, is a separate re-
cension of 11, unconnected to 12, and may or may not be the direct
source for The Wars of Alexander and the Prose Life. G. L. Hamil-
ton postulated the existence of a separate redaction of 13, containing
interpolations from 12 and Julius Valerius. Dating this redaction, ap-
propriately dubbed 132, before 1150, Hamilton urged it as the immedi-
ate source for both The Wars of Alexander and the Prose Life. 26 Most
recent editors and commentators have accepted, in principle, Hamil-
ton's arguments, although one has challenged the dating. 27 Duggan,

however, argues cogently that the 132 recension never existed and
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5

suggests that The Wars of Alexander and the Prose Life are based on
a Latin MS of the I3 type which no longer survives. 28

Such a recapitulation of sources and derivations may appear
superfluous since Magoun, Cary, and Ross, among others, have treat-
ed the subject more fully. Yet it serves a number of functions besides
the obvious one of summarizing the currently accepted 'facts.' On the
positive side, it makes evident the immense popularity of the Alexan-
der legend in the Middle Ages, outside strictly theological, philosoph-
ical, and moral works.29 Its popularity in England, despite the testi-
mony of Chaucer's Monk, might be underestimated since the nine Mid-
dle English Alexander romances survive in a total of only 13 MSS,
most fragmentary. 30

Secondly, such a survey indirectly illuminates the extreme
difficulty, if not impossibility, of attempting anything like a detailed
comparison of the English romances with their respective sources.

No edition of the Roman de Toute Chevalerie exists to serve as a basis

for an examination of Kyng Alisaunder or the "Expanded Kyng Ali-

saunder''; moreover, the surviving Roman de Toute Chevalerie seems

not to be the version actually used by the author of Kyng Alisaunder. 31
Hilka's edition and Magoun's text of Iz, both based on the best manu-
script, do not present the version utilized by the poet or poets of

Alexander A and Alexander B; that text is now lost. 32 The 132 recen-

sion, posited as the source for The Wars of Alexander and the Prose
Life, is a hypothetical construct, while 13, which might be the source
for these two romances, remains unedited. 33 At the present, then,

editors and commentators are forced into the position of making gen-

eralized statements about the relationship of the English romances to
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6
their sources or quoting extracts of various length from remote, or at
least inexact, versions of the respective sources.

Perhaps it is this lack, or inaccessibility, of sources which
has led scholars to avoid literary study of the various romances. They
rarely proceed beyond the necessary, but still preliminary, work of
establishing texts. 34 One, to be sure, does come across scattered
discussions or erudite squabbles concerning not only sources but date,
authorship, and dialect. A tenacious search will also turn up summary
editions and discussions of newly discovered fragments and piecemeal,
often haphazard, elucidations of a word or line. Finally, some or all
of the major English Alexander romances are usually mentioned, gen-
erally in passing, in the longer surveys of Middle English literature.

The most recent edition of A Manual of the Writings in Mid-

dle English provides a more than fair example of the treatment af-
forded these romances in general surveys. Yet, in what purports to
be an exhaustive compilation of the Alexander romances in English,
Lumiansky fails to mention the British Museum and Worcester Cathe-
dral fragments and does not recognize the ""Expanded Kyng Alisaunder"
as a separate version., His critical assessment, which follows an enu-
meration of such essential details as length, source, date, authorship,
and, at times, a brief plot summary, is limited to short impressionis-
tic comments, generally apologetic in tone. 35 The romances also
receive brief attention in more limited studies of Middle English lit-
erature, but only occasionally are they employed to illuminate dis-
cussions of the medieval romance. 36

Excepting literary historians, George Cary remains the

only scholar who attempts to deal with all the main English Alexander
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14

romances. The focus of his study is not, however, primarily literary;
indeed, since his main concern lies in elucidating the general opinion
of Alexander current in the Middle Ages, his discussion of the romance
forms only a minor portion of the work, and even here an assessment
of artistic ability is only peripheral. His comments on the English
Alexander romances, aside from his source studies, cover less than
three pages, with literary evaluation inserted among some very gen-
eral statements on the concept of Alexander developed in these ro-
mances. Thus, on Kyng Alisaunder, to which he devotes most space:

It is an excellent piece of work, the most individual

and imaginative of the English Alexander-books.

Like Rudolf von Ems, the writer used his imagina-

tion not for the portrayal of the Alexander of court-

ly fantasy, but to give a clear portrait of Alexander

as a mighty conqueror, a man apart. The book

breathes, within the trammels of a fairly close ad-

herence to its source, the spirit of Gautier's Alex-

andreis in vernacular feeling and expression.
Perhaps Cary's brevity in his treatment of these romances should
stand as a favorable comment. Cary states that the best method for
determining the main stream of thought in a given period is to examine
not its good writers but its mediocre ones; yet such unspoken, and

therefore unsupported, praise has little value.

J. P. Oakden in Alliterative Poetry in Middle English natu-

rally discussion only Alexander A, Alexander B, and The Wars of

Alexander. His metrical and dialectal analyses are useful, but under-
standably sketchy, considering the amount of material he attempts to
cover. In the second volume, devoted to a rapid survey of the indivi-

dual poems giving a brief summary of the plot and "spirit'" which in-

forms the works, his main emphasis is historical: the survival of Old Eng-

lish traditions and the causes behind the alliterative revival. Thus his

y =
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8
consideration of the three Alexander poems centers around a classifi-
cation of them as ""Chronicles in the Epic Manner.'" He touches, now
and again, on technique in the three poems, but only in the most gen-

eral terms, commenting in conclusion that The Wars of Alexander is

""one of the greater products of the alliterative school. " 38 Vague
praise, like unspoken praise, holds little value.

Most of the editors of the various poems offer a few com-
ments on the literary quality of their respective works; these comments
are usually brief and often apologetic. 39 Consequently, Magoun, right
or wrong, is refreshing:

The poems edited[Alexander A and Blare, as it

happens, of trifling literary merit; their authors

were versifiers not poets, and an historically-

minded editor need not for a moment concern

himself with aesthetic appraisals.

From a critical point of view, however, one would appreciate the
reasons for his appraisal of them as '"third-rate productions. n4l

Smithers alone among editors devotes some time to a liter-
ary consideration of his text, Kzng Alisaunder. But, he tends to deal
not so much with it as an independent and highly successful work, al-
though he considers it such, as to place it in the tradition of the Old
French epic. 42 Tuve and Enkvist also consider Kyng Alisaunder in
the light of a tradition; that of the '"'seasons' motif in English pmatry;43
consequently both limit themselves to an examination of the '"head-
pieces' of Kyng Alisaunder. Since both conclude that the headpieces
are more ornamental than integral, serving at most to indicate the pas-
sage of time between the various exploits of Alexander, they ultimately

Pass judgment on the entire poem. Nevertheless, critical investiga-

tion and assessment of the poem as a whole are clearly not their
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primary concerns.,
Frederick Moorman also discusses the headpieces of Kyng
Alisaunder and selected nature descriptions in The Wars of Alexander

as part of his broader consideration of The Interpretation of Nature in

English Poetry from Beowulf to Shakespeare. Once again, thenythe

emphasis falls on the tradition of a small element in the poems. In
distinguishing between the descriptions of the marvelous, which he in-
terprets as the result of a ''craving for whatever is mysterious, "' and
those descriptions based on "'actual observation, 144 he places the
headpieces in the latter category. In his terms, they are 'pleasing"
although they have '"no connection with the story,{and] are of the nature
of excrescences, " a product of the appeal which the familiar English
landscape had for the poet.45 He makes the same distinction for the
various descriptions in The Wars of Alexander, finding successful only
those which are 'realistic. " A romantic bias thus permeates and dis-
torts his view of the poems.

One can conclude, then, that outside the discussion of par-
ticular, often minute, details the Alexander romances have held little
interest for scholars; they have simply never been fashionable enough
to inspire extended literary analysis. Still, one opens Kane's Middle
English Literature with the hope that the neglected gap will be some-
what filled within the limits that a general survey, even one confined to
poetic romances, imposes.

While it is self-evident that the study of the Mid-

dle English verse romances must begin with re-

lating them to the historical and social circum-

stances in which they originated, it is less obvi-

ous but equally true that the preoccupation with

their backgrounds interferes with an evaluation
of the romances themselves; for if we make
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10

sufficient allowances of a historical and social

kind we explain away and excuse every one of

their shortcomings and find them all equally

interesting [or one might add, uninteresting])

as illustrations of the past while we remain

little the wise about their relative literary

value. . . . I propose to consider them . . .

not so much out of their historical context as

without primary reference to it. 46
Kane promises much and, unfortunately, delivers little. His treatment
of the romances seldom advances beyond the sketchy, often fading into
a simple citation of ''great' or "terrible'" passages. One might under-
stand these limitations, if not forgive them, were it not for the grow-
ing realization that Kane, like Moorman but in a different vein, has
preconceived literary values and criteria verging on the eccentric.
One of his predilictions is for rapid narrative movement, another for
the "realistic,' human conception and motivation of characters. He
often takes an either/or approach to the romances--they must be ei-
ther total fantasy or total realism--although he is not consistent and
eventually admits that a romance can be successful if it is a mixture
of the two; he also admits that most romances involve a '"heightening'
or '"idealization'' of character and situation. Somewhat more disturbing
are his unwarranted generalizations: the romances have ''the common

end of entertainment,' alliterative verse is a ''medium inclined to ex-

travagance,' Sir Gawain and the Green Knight is marred by its "'mark-

ed stylistic idiosyncracy,' and a content ''of no great moment," for
the life or death of only one man is at stake, and The Franklin's Tale
is ultimately more successful than The Knight's Tale because, unlike
the latter, it contains something more than ""'show'" and "spectacle,"
namely ''the essential fineness of character, which we would call de-

cency, of Arveragus and Dorigen. 147 This last quotation illuminates
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11
rather well one other disturbing note in Kane's discussions: a delicate-
ly phrased and hollow-sounding moralism which causes him to praise
the ""uprightness' of certain characters and point with reprobation at
anything remotely "horrific,' immoral, or amoral; no romance which
has any of the last three qualities is placed in the superior category,
while moral rectitude saves many another hopeless romance from com-
plete condemnation.

One therefore finds it rather difficult to accept Kane's com-
ments on the headpieces of Kyng Alisaunder since they so clearly echo
some of these predilictions:

These verses, lyrical, gnomic and bucolic by

turns like the illuminations in some books of

hours, are commonly unrelated to the story,

and are put without compunction not only to a

mechanical but also to an external, decorative

use. . . . It cannot have been difficult to make

pretty verses when, as here, their length and

theme were unrestricted.

His thinly veiled condescension, evident above, is equally apparent in

his general comment on the romance, which he groups with other medi-

ocre works, including Alexander A and Alexander B:

Its author has lost his heart to the hero, and is

carried without flagging through an enormous,

sprawling account of his life bg his unfaltering

enthusiastic devotion to him. 4
One closes Kane's volume with the discouraging realization that sub-
jectivism and the finely turned phrase have usurped objective, incisive
commentary.

This general survey of criticism shows clearly that the popu-
larity of Alexander in the Middle Ages, which resulted in the production

of the English Alexander romances, has not continued, or even been

reborn, in modern criticism. Perhaps this results from an acceptance
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of nineteenth and early twentieth century opinion that these romances,
with the possible exception of Kyng Alisaunder, are of little literary
merit. Vinaver suggests the reasons behind such an opinion and the
consequences which follow, consequences and attitudes evident in the
concerns of those scholars who approach the Alexander romances at
all:

Naturalism[afler the mid-nineteenth centuryjhad

established its rule over much that was alive in

contemporary fiction, and the view that literature

was, or ought to be, the mirror of life was preva-

lent at all levels of critical opinion. . . . On the

basis of the critics' initial assumptions, very few,

if any, medieval romances qualified as literature

« « « « The predictable result of this attitude was

the conviction that these works had lost their ori-

ginal quality in the process of transmission.

Hence the time and energy spent in the last three

quarters of a century on what Talbot Donaldson

has described as '""salubrious vacations from the

business of facing the poem directly. ''50
The "vacation" from many medieval works is over; witness the recent
resurgence of interest and literary comment on Chrétien de Troyes,
Malory and the other English Arthurian poems, the consideration of
the artistic qualities of Chaucer's fabliaux. The Alexander romances,
however, have not yet been '"faced directly.'" The indifference may be
justified for the Dublin Epitome. Certainly four and a half small pages
offer fewer possibilities than the thousand odd lines of Sir Gawain and
the Green Knight. At least, however, it should receive enough atten-
tion to be removed from the canon of independent Alexander romances
since it is nothing more than a copy of the Alexander portion, with a

few minor and insignificant rewordings, of Caxton's edition of Anthony

Woodville, Early Rivers' Dictes and Sayings of the Philosophers. 51

But for the 8000 lines of Kyng Alisaunder and the 5700 of The Wars of
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13
Alexander outright dismissal seems unwarranted and a few paragraphs
on selected aspects seem insufficient.

The purpose of this study is, therefore, to examine the five
major English Alexander romances: to look at them as independent
works of literature, to attempt to perceive the intentions of the authors
and their success or failure in carrying out these intentions, 52 to un-
derstand the conception of Alexander as it informs the structure of the
individual works, and, granting them their material, to determine the
success or failure of the authors in the artistic handling of it within
their chosen media. The following pages, then, will concentrate little
on a comparison with sources. Since all five romances under consid-

eration--Alexander A, Alexander B, The Wars of Alexander, Kyng

Alisaunder, and The Prose Life of Alexander--are translations or ver-

sions of other works, a danger undoubtedly exists in offering such a
literary analysis; one might attribute '"success'' to the writer in pre-
cisely the places he has followed his source closely. On the other
hand, it becomes evident from the comments and notes of various edi-
tors that none of the romancers has followed a text verbatim: indeed,
how could they, especially when working within a poetic form? Must
we, moreover, assume that medieval writers were earlier day com-
puters with no freedom of choice and absolutely no sense of what they
wished to accomplish, even when they failed miserably? Chaucer and
Langland alone belie that position.

One assumption of this study, then, will be that expressed
by R. S. Crane:

. . . the problem, in any given poem, is what

actually was, for its poet, the primary intuition

of form which enabled him to synthesize his ma-
terial into an ordered whole.
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14
The same can easily be said of a prose work. Bédier presents essen-
tially the same view in a slightly different way, stating that each liter-
ary work is "un phénomeéne obéissant 4 ses propres lois. 154 To make

such an assumption for the study of medieval literature is not revolu-

tionary. One needs only to observe the vast amount of critical commen-

tary and assessment of Chaucer and Malory, both translators and bor-
rowers. What ultimately matters is not so much where a medieval
writer gets his material--originality is a modern invention--but what
he does with it in his own language and medium. It is here that his
abilities should and can be judged. Consequently, a particular aspect
may demand special attention in one romance, but require little notice
in another. I have allowed the unique qualities of each work to deter-
mine the mode and focus of my analysis. By taking this approach with
the Middle English Alexander romances, if they are judged and found
wanting, at least they will have been given a hearing; if they are found

worthy of praise, so much the better.
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FOOTNOTES TO CHAPTER I

1The Works of Geoffrey Chaucer, ed. F. N. Robinson
(Boston, 1957], p. 196,

25ee Francis P. Magoun, Jr., The Gests of King Alexander
of Macedon (Cambridge, Mass., 1929), p. 5b; George Cary, The
eV exander, ed. D. J. A. Ross (Cambridge, 1956), pp. 226-
Mews, The Tragedy of Arthur (Berkeley, 1960), pp.
8-93.

3The surveys of Magoun, pp. 15-16, 22-62 and Cary, pp.
7-74 indicate the vast popularity of the Alexander legend in Europe,
Africa, and Asia. D. J. A. Ross, Alexander Historiatus (London,
1963), in his even more comprehensive survey, lists well over 100 ver-
sions stemming from the Pseudo-Callisthenes in more than 25 lan-
guages, excluding the oriental versions. Armand Abel, Le Roman
d'Alexandre (Brussels, 1955), pp. 55-89, deals briefly with the oriental
fradition. Ultimately it remains impossible to form a clear picture of
the extent of this material since no complete bibliography of Alexander-
books exists.

4Reinhold Merkelbach, Die Quellen des Griechischen
Alexanderromans, Zetema IX (Munich, 1954), p. 59. Magoun, p. 23,
gives the date as ''uncertain, ' i,e., 220 B.C.-A.D, 200.

5Deﬁnitely in the Pseudo-Callisthenes tradition are Alexan-

der A, Alexander B, The Wars of Alexander, The Prose Life of Alex-
ander, Kyng Alisaundér, the "Expanded Kyng Alisaunder, " and the

n Epitome. The Middle English version of Pseudo-Methodius
Thay or may not be a descendant of the Pseudo-Callisthenes. Ross's
description of the derivation of this version leaves in doubt whether or
not it actually originates with Pseudo-Methodius' Revelationes (c. 675),
pp. 34-35.

61 have not included the two Scottish romances, The Scottish

Alexander Buik and Gilbert Hay's Buik of King Alexander, Iisted in
J. Burke Severs, A Manual of the Writings in Middle English, Fasci-
cule 1: Romances mm%ded are
two other romances noted in Severs, pp. 108-109, 111-112: The Cam-
bridge Alexander-Fragment, which is connected to the Alexander
Tegend only by the names of some of its characters, and Amoryus and
Cleopes, which is connected only by the borrowing of some 1nc:3enfs

y the mention of Alexander's name in one line, Finally, with the
exception of the Dublin Epitome, I have not considered the innumerable
accounts of Alexander wﬁ'cﬂ appear as parts of longer works by

15
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medieval English authors. I have noted the Dublin Epitome, however,
only to show that it should be excluded from the canon of Alexander ro-
mances; see below, p. 12.

E. Magoun, Gests.
81bid.

9Ed. Walter W. Skeat, Early English Text Society, E. S.
47 (London, 1886). A portion has been more recently edited by Hoyt N.
Duggan, '"A Critical Edition of The Wars of Alexander--Passus I-XIV"
(Unpubl. diss., Princeton Univ., 1969). Al citations in my text will
be from the Skeat edition.

10Ed. J. S. Westlake, Early English Text Society, O. S. 143
(London, 1913), Hereafter to be referred to as the Prose Life. The
romance has been more recently edited by Marjorié Neeson, 'The_
Prose Alexander: A Critical Edition" (Unpubl. diss., University of
Tand., Los Angeles, 1971). All citations in my text will, because of
accessibility, be from the Westlake edition.

g4, G. V. Smithers, Early English Text Society, 227
(Vol. I: Text) and 237 (Vol. II: Introduction, Commentary, Glossary)
(London, 1952, 1957).

lZEd. Karl D. Biilbring, '"Vier neue Alexanderbruchstiicke, "
Englische Studien, XIII (1889), 145-153, The text is also printed in
Smithers, 1, 288 {f.

13E4, walter W. Skeat in The Wars of Alexander, pp. 279-
283.

14p,itish Museum, Add. 37049, fols. 11-16v. Unpublished.

15Worcester Cathedral Library MS. 172, fols. 138-146v.
Unpublished.

leagoun. Pp. 22-44; Merkelbach, pp. 61-74. Ross, p. 6,
gives a more complete and less misleading summary of the relation-
ship between the lines of transmission.

l-’Ross. p. 86.

18The debate over the name of the author-- Thomas or Eus-
tache--which began with Paul Meyer's declaration in favor of Eustache,
seems now to be settled in favor of Thomas, with Eustache as the
author of an interpolated portion known as the Fuerre de Gadres. See
Paul Meyer, Alexandre Le Grand, II (Paris, 1886), 281-283; B. Fos-
ter, ""The Roman de Toute Chevalerie: Its Date and Author,' French
Studies; IX (I955), 156; M, D. legge, ''Discussions I: Thomas of
Rent, " French Studies, IX (1955), 348-349.
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19Magcmn, p. 33; Ross, p. 25; Cary, p. 35. Meyer, II
274-294 passim, cites the French Roman d'Alexandre as a primary
source, Eut this error is explained by the fact that he regards the
Fuerre de Gadres, which is taken from the Roman d'Alexandre, as an
original portion of the Roman de Toute Chevalerie rather than as a

later interpolation.

ZOBiilbring, p. 152. A crux exists here. It is difficult to
understand why Biilbring turns to the Epistola rather than to the im-
mediate source, the Roman de Toute Chevalerie (hereafter RTC),
which is, in part, based on the Epistola as Meyer notes, II,”290. A
number of possibilities present themselves: 1) Biilbring was not aware
that RTC was the immediate source for Kyng Alisaunder and the "Ex-
panded Kyng Alisaunder"; this is hard to—aa:g?pt_sm'Meyer pointed
out the dependency in 1886. 2) Biilbring was aware of the RTC as the
source but could not or did not, for whatever reason, consult the RTC.
3) RTC does not contain this particular portion of the Epistola. 4) RTC
does contain this portion, but the author of Kyng Alisaunder has omit-
ted it in his free adaptation, a fact which onemigt_LE_asTn—e Smithers,
the most recent editor, would have pointed out. Without access to RTC
this question cannot be answered.

2lgee below, p. 12.

22This account is contained in the Prologue of the Bamberg
MS. See Friedrich Pfister, Der Alexanderroman des Archipresbyters
Leo (Heidelberg, 1913), pp. 44-46 for text and pp. 5-6 for discussion.

23F riedrich Pfister, '"Eine Neue Handschrift Des Alexander-
romans,' Classica et Mediaevalia, XXI (1960), 21l. Z and X represent
at least two lost versions between Leo and I,

24See Magoun, p. 50; Cary, p. 44; Ross, p. 50.

25A1fons Hilka, Der Altfranzdsische Prose-Alexanderroman
(Halle, 1920). The 12 text is printed in parallel columns with that of
the Old French Prose Alexander. Portions are also printed in Magoun,
Gests.

261A New Redaction (J32) of the Historia de Preliis and the
Date of Redaction J3," Speculum, II (1927), pp. - %

Z-’D. J. A. Ross, "The 13 Historia de Preliis and the Fuerre
de Gadres,' Classica et Mediaevalia, XXII (1961), 2I8-221.

28Duggan, pp. 36-48.

29See Cary, pp. 77-162, 226-274 passim for a discussion of
this material.

301, contrast, Piers Plowman, to cite one example, sur-
vives in 45 MSS. No Middle English Alexander romance is represented
by more than the four MSS of Kyng Alisaunder, and only two of these
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are complete., It is noteworthy, however, that the only surviving
copy of Alexander B is found in Bodley MS. 264 where it has been in-
terpolated into the Roman d'Alexandre to fill a supposed omission.

3lHe used a version which did not contain the interpolated
Fuerre de Gadres.

3ZMagoun, p. 116,

33The fact that more than 45 MSS exist make the pre-
paration of a useable edition extremely difficult. See A. Hilka and
F. P. Magoun, "A List of Manuscripts Containing Texts of the His-
toria de Preliis Alexandre Magni, " Speculum, IX (1934), 84-86.

34Even here a good deal remains to be done. The most re-
cent edition of The Wars of Alexander is that of Skeat, The Prose Life,
published by Westlake in 1913, lacks commentary and apparatus, as do
Skeat's text of the Dublin Epitome and Smithers' text of the '"Expanded
Kyng Alisaunder." As note’H above, p. 16, n. 14 and 15, two other
fragments remain unpublished.

35Sevex's, pp. 105-112,

36Dorcthy Everett, "A characterization of the English
Medieval Romance, ' Essays and Studies, XV (1929), 101, touches brief-
ly upon Kyn‘E Alisaundﬁﬁzm'attTptto reach a descriptive defini-
tion of the English romance. She notes that Alexander "is transformed
into a knight and conforms to the medieval ideas of knightly behavior."
Ojars Kratins, "Treason in the Middle English Metrical Romances, "
Philological Quarterly, XLV (1966), 670, mentions Kyng Alisaunder,
I IUU'E-U?, in pointing out the importance of the feuﬂE‘f vow in these
romances, Derek Pearsall, '"The Development of the Middle English
Romance," Medieval Studies, XXVII (1965), citing Kyng Alisaunder
as "technically . . . the most accomplished of all fhe énghsﬁ popular
romances, ' notes the impressive manipulation of the '"'seasons head-
piece' and the use of fine amour in the Candace episode as indications
that the romance was intended for a more sophisticated audience than
most popular romances. Margaret Schlauch, English Medieval Lit-
erature and Its Social Foundations (Warsaw, 195'6%, p. 182, mentions
Kyng Alisaunder and Alexander B in her treatment of romance and
hnaﬁ Kyng Alisaunder a "spirited adaptation' of the French narrative.
More interesting is her observation on Alexander B: "Though dis-
torted and indirectly conveyed, this impression of Indian wisdom and
the Indian doctring of non-resistance was the first to be reflected in
English literature.' Evidently not all the Indians knew of non-re-
sistance; for example, Porus and his army in The Wars of Alexander
and Kyng Alisaunder; on the other hand, the doctrine was not con-
fined to India but found widespread acceptance, most significantly
among the Jews and Amazons in these same two works.

37Cary, p. 242.
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383, P. Oakden, Alliterative Poetry in Middle English, II
(Manchester, 1935), 32,

39See Skeat, The Wars of Alexander, p. xxi; Walter W,
Skeat, Alexander and Dindimus, Early English Text Society, E.S. 31
(London, 1878), pp. xii, xx; Neeson, pp. 49, 55 although she offers
well-supported accolades in other places, esp. p. 68.

‘“’Magoun, p. vii.

4lrpiq,

423mithers, II, 28-40, esp. 36-40.

43R osamond Tuve, Seasons and Months: Studies in a Tradi-
tion of Middle English Poetry (Paris, 1933). N. E. Enkvist, The Sea-

sons of the Year: Chapters on a Motif from Beowulf to the Shepherd's
Calendar (Helsingfors, 1957).

44Frederick Moorman, The Interpretation of Nature in Eng-
lish Poetry from Beowulf to Shakespeare (Strassburg, 1905), p. 1.

451bid., pp. 59, 73.

“’George Kane, Middle English Literature (London, 1951),

Parks

4T1pig, , p. 85 et passim.

481biq, , pp. 45-46, It is interesting to note that these "un-
restricted" verses are, at most, 11 lines long; most have 8 or fewer
lines.

491bid., p. 44.

50Eugene Vinaver, '"Critical Approaches to Medieval Ro-

mance,'" Literary History and Literary Criticism, ed. Leon Edel
(New York, 1965), pp. 17-18,

5lCary's statement, p. 60, that the ""Dublin fragment is an
abridged English version' of the long translation of Tignonville's Dits
Moraulx, commonly known as The Dicts and Sayings of the Philosoph-
ers is thus misleading. I have not been able to examine Caxton's sec-
ond edition of Rivers' Dictes, but a comparison with the first edition
shows the almost complete 1aent1ty of Rivers and the Dublin Epitome.
A comparison with the second edition would, however, proEB{y con-
tain very few differences since those who have described the second
edition emphasize that it differs from the first only in orthography and
lineation, See William Blades, The Life and Typography of William
Caxton, II (London, 1861-63), 36-41, 77-78. An examination of the sec-
ond edition would be of interest at least in determining the terminus a
quo of the Dublin MS., but there is a good deal of disagreement as to
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whether Caxton's first edition was really the "first" and the ""second"
the '"'second," See Curt F. Biihler, "The Dictes and Sayings of the
Philosophers," The Library, XV (1934), 316-326. Therefore, although
completeness would ask that both first and second edition be examined,
I have felt it worthwhile to print, in an Appendix, an interlinear trans-
scription of Skeat's text of the Dublin Epitome and the appropriate sec-
tion of Caxton's first edition of Rivers' work.

52 In some cases this task is less difficult than in others; for
example, there are prologues to Kyng Alisaunder and The Wars of Alex-

ander which assist in understanding the authors' intentions. In neither

case, however, is the author's meaning fully visible from the prologue
alone; rather it emerges from his structuring and developing of events,
character, and commentary throughout the work.

53The Languages of Criticism and the Structure of Poetry
(Toronto, 1953), p. 146.

54Quoted in Eugene Vinaver, Hommage 4 Bédier (Manchester,
1942), p. 24.
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CHAPTER II

KYNG ALISAUNDER

Kyng Alisaunder, the earliest of the Middle English Alexan-
der romances, was written between 1250 and 1330! in the London area.
The romance survives in four MSS, 2 two of which--Laud and Lincoln's
Inn--are complete. The Laud MS is clearly the best although Lincoln's
Inn holds some interest because, as the most recent editor explains, it
teems with the kind of errors which might originate as a result of oral
transmission, and the shape of the MS suggests that it may have been a
minstrel's copy. 3 Nothing definite is known of the author, but he gives
evidence of being well-read, well-traveled, and possibly a clex‘ic.4

In actual narrative content, Kyng Alisaunder differs little
from the other Middle English Alexander romances. Only five impor-
tant episodes which appear in The Wars of Alexander or the Prose
Life receive no mention here: Philip's victory in battle through the
aid of a flying dragon, the Foraging of Gaza, Alexander's meeting with
the gods Synches and Serapis, his exploration of the skies in a griffin-
drawn chariot, and his attempt to drown himself in the Euphrates. On
the other hand, except for Alexander's disguised venture into Porus'
camp and his forced single combat within the enclosed city of the East,
Kyng Alisaunder adds no episodes of any consequence to the basic nar-
rative of the English romances. Kyng Alisaunder, of course, does have
its own peculiarities, but these are differences in detail, development,

21
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and emphasis. In general, episodes and scenes are presented in more
detail in Kyng Alisaunder than in the other romances. The poet
strives for completeness rather than for the rapidly paced narrative.
For example, although the descriptions of battle scenes--whether be-
tween armies or individual knights--move quickly, conveying the vio-
lent activity, rapid movement, and confusion of man and beast, at the
same time they are developed in an almost leisurely way. The poet
dwells on the details of slaughter, the feats of specified knights, and
the metaphoric comparisons that the battle or combatants might elicit.

Similarly, in non-battle episodes, the poet is not only con-
cerned with action but with the details that put deeds in perspective.
He therefore places a good deal of emphasis on character motivation
or on the aspects of setting and atmosphere which illuminat charac-
ter and lend significance to the action. He will also intervene, in his
own voice, to focus his audience's attention on a particular element or
to draw a specific conclusion. Simply, the particulars that add con-
creteness, emphasis, or dramatic conflict are not to be sacrificed.
Perhaps because his immediate source is the Anglo-Norman Roman de
Toute Chevalerie the poet's narrative method and pace resemble the
French romances more than the popular English romances, though
one must remember that many of the details, particularly those con-
nected with character portrayal are original with this poet.

The copious descriptions of the marvels of the East and the
use of the lyrical headpiece stand out as the most distinctive features
of Kyng Alisaunder. The poet's interest in the unusual and his desire
for precision may partially account for the lengthy treatment afforded

the strange peoples and animals Alexander encounters during his
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journeys; yet, while these marvels are often criticized because they
add but little to the narrative line, the poet does integrate them into
the thematic structure of his poem. His leisurely approach to his
material is once again evident here and the somewhat static quali-
ty of these descriptions, although not entirely congenial to modern
taste, provides an interesting contrast to the more violent episodes
which surround the marvels. His extensive use of the homely meta-
phor--comparisons of the strange creatures to the most common of
animals--echoes the mundane metaphors of animals and rural activity
found in the battle descriptions.

The headpieces, so called because they were once believed
to form chapter headings, are an extremely unusual characteristic.

Of the English romances, only Arthour and Merlin and Richard Coeur

de Lion contain anything comparable. Mainly on the basis of this sim-
ilarity one or another of these romances has, at times, been attributed
to the same author.5 The headpieces most often seem to be little more
than ornamental set pieces, for only occasionally are they connected
to the narrative line by content or statement; moreover, theyare for-
mally separated from the rhymed couplets of the poem proper by
virtue of a sustained single rhyme. 6 Primarily descriptions of court-
ly activity, often coupled with seasonal or diurnal references and sen-
tentious auctorial comment, these brief passages are not only the
most striking elements of the poem but also those which have attrac-
ted most critical attention and argumentation,

Excepting the descriptions contained in the headpieces and
the homely metaphors which appear occasionally throughout the poem,

the poet's style is noteworthy by its lack of ostentation. Working
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within the octosyllabic couplet, a form not particularly congenial to a
narrative poem, the poet nonetheless handles his form well. His suc-
cess is perhaps attributable to the fact that he treats the couplet with
great freedom; the line ranges anywhere from six to ten syllables and
there are almost as many "irregular" as regular lines. One encounters
some padding, mainly in the use of the poet's favorite tags--'""saunz faile"
and "saunz fable'--but generally the couplet conveys the content without
drawing attention to itself.

A free handling of the Roman de Toute Chevalerie, Kyng

Alisaunder is generally regarded as the best of the English Alexander
romances:? not extremely high praise since the others are usually
roundly condemned. On the negative side, the poem is most often
criticized, either directly or indirectly, for a failure in structure.
First, the headpieces are normally viewed as ornamentation, delight-
ful but non-integral set pieces; their connection to the poem seen as,

at most, superficial. 8 Secondly, scholars view the poem as falling into
two halves--the first 4739 lines recounting Alexander's birth, early
years, and defeat of Darius and the last 3282 lines dealing with the mar-
vels of the East and Alexander's death and burial--unified only by the
presence of Alexander in both parts. 9 Often connected with the latter po-
sition is the belief that the '""marvels section' has little to recommend it,
since Alexander himself almost disappears from the poem; he serves
merely as a hook upon which the poet may hang descriptions of strange
peoples and beasts. Thus, although this section adds the element of

the fantastic normally accepted as one quality of the romance, 10 jts

primary value is a non-literary one: a demonstration of medieval inter-

est in the marvelous in general and the marvels of the East in
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particular. 11
I suggest that neither of these criticisms are valid. The
poem, first of all, has a unity beyond that supplied by the continuing
presence of Alexander. The poet makes it clear that he deals with
serious material:
bis nousth romaunce of skof,
Ac storye ymade of maistres wyse,
Of pis werlde of mest pryse. (668-670)
Moreover, while he suggests that the account of Alexander's birth,
conquests, wanderings, and death are worthy of attention for their own
Ymarvelous' sake (15-16, 38), he also wishes to employ them as a ve-
hicle for the edification of his audience: '""Opere mannes lijf is oure
shewer'" (18). His poem, therefore, needs to be considered didactic
as opposed to mimetic.
Whereas didactic poetry assumes that if we can be
made to feel a certain way in the presence of cer-
tain objects we shall be able to make certain moral
distinctions, mimetic poetry assumes that if we
make certain moral distinctions we shall feel a
certain way in the presence of certain objects. Di-
dactic is antecedent to the formation of moral
character; mimetic subsequent. The former as-
sumes that the reader is imperfect and requires to
be perfected; the latter, that the reader is perfect
and may enjoy a virtuous pleasure.
The didacticism of much, if not most, medieval literature is so gen-
erally accepted as to require no comment; the Kyng Alisaunder poet,
even if one considers only his insistence on finding guidance in the lives
of other men, 13 plainly falls into the didactic category.
As one method for achieving his didactic end, the poet pre-
sents a dual characterization of Alexander. He concentrates, as might

be expected in a romance, on the portrayal of Alexander as ideal

knight and king; but he also develops a less-than-ideal--that is, an
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essentially human--side to Alexander. As Bowra points out, the great
epic hero is precisely that because he is not a god but a man elevated
to the superhuman; he has qualities possessed by all men; in him they
are simply heightened.l‘1 Consequently, purely human traits or, mor-
ally speaking, faults, can become heroic qualities; for example,
Achilles' anger, Roland's pride, Gilgamesh's defiance of death. The
less-than-perfect qualities of Alexander, on the other hand, do not be-
come, by emphasis or importance, superhuman traits which add to his
stature as the ideal heroic or tragic figure. They remain on the mun-
dane level and tie Alexander to the human rather than elevating him to
the superhuman.

The tension established by the two-sided, ideal-human por-
trayal of Alexander is in itself artistically satisfying. The completely
perfect and therefore inhuman hero often becomes boring; witness
Malory's Galahad. But such characterization has more than purely
aesthetic purposes. It forms a basis for the poet's didactic commen-
tary.

An examination of the poem will show, secondly, that the
headpieces and marvels are integral to the poem. They develop and
qualify the ideal-human duality found in Alexander and draw out the di-
dactic ramifications of this duality in Alexander's life and death. To
fully see the structural and didactic unity of the poem it is necessary
first to examine the dual characterization of Alexander in some detail.

The heroic, as opposed to courtly, elements in the portrayal
of Alexander, and indeed the entire poem, are often emphasized. Ac-
cording to Margaret Schlauch, most of the content is "warlike'15 and

Cary finds this Alexander ''a mighty conqueror, a man apart' rather
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than an Alexander of ''courtly fantasy. 16 But while the courtly element
is well-nigh non-existent in the narrative, Alexander is transformed in-
to a medieval knight and feudal lord embodying the chivalric virtues.
Even in the battle scenes, where he seems most like his earlier heroic
counterparts, medievalization is evident,
The poet announces early in the poem two of the main vir-
tues possessed by Alexander.
3ee shullen heren noble geste,
Of Alisaundre, be riche kyng,
bat dude by his maistres teching,
And ouercom, so J fynde,
Darrye of Perce and Pore of Ynde,
And many opere . . . . (30-35)
It is not surprising that Alexander should be extolled as a mighty and
wise warrior-king since, as Curtius points out, these two qualities are
quite commonplace in the medieval presentation of the ideal hero:
Medieval topics . . . took over the formula
sapientia et fortitudo for laments for the dead
and eulogies of rulers as well as for short nar-
rative poems and the epic.
While neither of these qualities receive direct mention in the long nar-
ration of Alexander's conception and birth, general predictions about
his future greatness, which will be based on these virtues, are forth-
coming. Neptanabus predicts that Alexander will be ''be best' (315) of
all kings. Disguised as Amon, Neptanabus asserts that Alexander will
be ""maisterlyng'' (400) of Philip, himself a ""man of mi3tty honde" (97),

and

On erpe worpe non hym yliche--
He shall conquere many kyng-riche. (401-402)

The interpreters of Philips' dream predict that Alexander will be "a

sterne strene'' above ''kynges alle . . . Bitwene bis and heuen-roue'

-
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(512-514). The dragonette which comes from the egg dropped near
Philip is said to signify that Alexander ''shal habbe seignourye / Of
pis rounde myddelerd'" (596-597). Although Philip takes the portent
which appear at Alexander's birth as a sign that Alexander is "an yuel
fode' (646), the earthquakes, the darkening of the sun and moon, the
change in the color of the sea, and the thunder should be seen in the
context of Neptanabus' statement at the time of Alexander's carefully
planned birth:

Doo, dame, now lete come bi strene (offspring)

For he shal be master of londes,

Gode werroure, mi3tty of hondes,

pe hardyest of lyuyng man--
Shal hym no foo stonde ajein. (630-634)

o

The hardiness and skill--the fortitudo-- of Alexander as a
knight become points of emphasis as the poem traces his growth and
career. This '""childe of mayn' (657) quickly learns to ride and fight,
as well as mastering the other activities befitting a future medieval
king:

Now can Alisaundre of skirmyng, (sword-handling)
As of stedes derayeyng,

Vpon stedes of justnyng,

And wip swerdes turneyeing,

Of assailyng and defendyng,

Jn grene-wood and of huntyng,

And of ryuer, of haukyng,

Of bataile and of alle ping. (673-680)

Alexander's taming of Bucephalus is not, as in many ver-
sions, presented as a sign that even lower creatures recognize his
supremacy and destiny, for here Bucephalus does not bow to Alexan-
der. Rather, attention is directed to Alexander's skill as a rider and
his bravery:

Noman ne durst pere-on ycome

Bot Alisaundre, pe gude gome.
Ne most noman it bistride
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Bot Alisaundre, ne on hym ride.

To hym he wolde wel obeye--

He most on hym ride and pleye. (705-710)
In the test between the two possible heirs to the throne, Philip and
Alexander, Alexander's bravery is once again uppermost in the poet's
mind. He does not stress Alexander's ''predestination' to become
king, although a ''god' announces that whoever may ride Bucephalus
must wear the crown. Suspense, moreover, receives little consider-
ation, We already know that Alexander rides Bucephalus, although
King Philip, who has looked askance at Alexander because of the hu-
miliation his birth has caused him, is unaware of this fact and needs to
be convinced that Alexander should be heir. The poet's concern is to
emphasize that Alexander earns the right to be king over the cowardly
Philip:

For a pousande pounde of golde

Phillippoun it nei3en wolde,

Ac Alisaundre lep on his rygge

So a golfynche doob on pe hegge . . . .

Nys he bot of twelue 3er olde--

His dedes weren stronge and bolde. (779 £, )

After Alexander's knighting, which follows the proper medi-

eval ceremony (807-817), the poet quickly presents him in actual com-
bat; he proceeds to avenge his father on the annoying King Nicholas of
Carthage. Since this is Alexander's first battle, the poet gives it a
full-blown treatment: a verbal confrontation between Alexander and
Nicholas in which Alexander maintains his aplomb in the face of
Nicholas' insults and a long, difficult battle between the two armies.
The individual combat between Nicholas and Alexander is left to the

end, in a position of emphasis, and Nicholas has shown himself to be

no mediocre combatant (959-962). Alexander has little difficulty in

.
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overcoming his opponent, however, even though Nicholas' armor makes
more than a single blow necessary,

He mette wib Nicholas.

Heize he bare his sharp spere--

porou3 pe shelde he gan hym bere,

Ac be armes weren so stronge

be spere nolden hij nou th fonge.

Alisaunder pe spere forlete,

And drou3 his swerd, also skeete.

Nicholas he took in be swere,

bat he leide his heued to hyre. (966-974)

After this first trial Alexander's hardiness, might, strength,

and bravery remain constant points of reference. The poet, however,
takes pains to emphasize these qualities in varying ways. Alexander
kills Lesyas, who taunts him about his illegitimacy, by striking him a
single blow with a cup. When his knights have difficulty in battle, Alex-
ander himself will enter the fray (1258-75, 3780, 5379), but more often
he fights side by side with his men from the outset (2130, 4444) or ad-
vances first, if not actually striking the first blow at least leading his
forces into battle (2147, 3237-38, 3778-79, 4365). He therefore stands
in contrast to Darius who hangs back until one of his lords accuses him
of cowardice, comparing him to Alexander:

pou seist soop, sir: [he ig hardy and hard,

And bou art also arewe on ward. (cowardly in battle)

He is be first in vche bataile:

bou art bihynde ay in pe tayle . . . .

He is pe first wip swerd pat remep-- (clears a space)

bou art pe first wip hors pat flemeb. (3335 ££.)

Alexander's conduct in battle is always exemplary; yet the

poet introduces, quite successfully, variation in the battles while still
making clear that Alexander has no equal. In most cases, Alexander
fells his opponents with a single blow.l9 but, upon occasion, he will

20

mow them down en masse. In but two instances does Alexander

-



-

‘eoliskne.
tze fact ¢t?
ttanging A
f."é:'eloping
o the previ

s%et's closin

1

The poet's 1y
¢ episode -
Teaity; Aley
divs .
UWine agsjs,

N
Gy

Restiy,

A




31

enter into extended and laborious battle, The first (5805-93) occurs
during his travels in India when he chances upon a city where he hopes
to find sorely needed provisions. The gates to the city are closed
against him, however, and Alexander, having climbed the walls to de-
termine the situation within, is pulled inside with hooks. Assailed on
all sides and severely wounded, he nevertheless puts up a magnificent
fight; yet, as the poet points out, he would have been slain or captured
had not Perdicas come to the rescue. The poet here is obviously of
two minds. He revels in presenting Alexander as the underdog, bat-
tling against outrageous odds in spite of his numerous injuries. But
this episode, as it appears in other versions, has quite a different in-
tention, one which the poet has not completely erased. In these ver-
sions, Alexander leaps into the city rather than being pulled in and his
foolishness or rashness in doing so is the point emphasized. Despite
the fact that the English poet eradicates the rashness of Alexander by
changing his manner of entrance, stressing his strength and valor, and
developing the comradeship of Perdicas and Alexander, the influence
of the previous versions is left evident, perhaps intentionally, in the
poet's closing lines:

Tohardy man wel ofte is fole!

So had pe kyng yben nei3,

Ac God hym sent help from heij, (5894-96)
The poet's hedging comment cannot outweigh the overall impression of
the episode--Alexander as mighty warrior--yet it strikes a note of hu-
manity; Alexander is not indestructible; he may need, and will welcome,
divine assistance--here in the form of Perdicas.

The other extended battle-description involving Alexander is

his meeting, in single combat, with Porus (7372-7415). The poet



(e ot e
equal; be
Porus in
and Kis kn
mized date
gredter wa,
d Pcture,
great empn
event unn
Poras' role
ediar trooy
le reader's
e king,

of




32

varies the normal description of his individual combats by dealing not
with particular deeds on the part of Porus or Alexander, but by taking
the panoramic view:

Her aiper gynneb oper seche,

Wip assailyng, wib smytynge,

And kepen hem wip wrieynge.

Wel hij fiztten on be pleyn,

Wip tresget, wip reremeyn, (transverse stroke; back-handed blow )

Wip ouerheued and wip stook. (thrust) (7385-90)
The impression given by the description is that Alexander has at last
met a worthy opponent. Other details add to this impression. Alex-
ander kills Porus only when the Indian king turns to find why his troops
have begun to "jangle, ' not because Alexander is the superior fighter.

In the midst of the combat, moreover, the author comments that

Nyste noman hem bitwene
3ut who shulde maister bene. (7392-93)

One other element strengthens the impression that the two men are
equal; before the battle both have supreme confidence in themselves:
Porus in his greater size and strength, Alexander in his '"'chivalry"
and his knowledge that he will not suffer death until an already deter-
mined date. One thus feels that Alexander wins not because he is the
greater warrior, but because fate is on his side. Yet given the over-
all picture, other elements create quite the opposite impression: the
great emphasis placed on Alexander's offering the single combat to
prevent unnecessary bloodshed, on Porus' snivelling acceptance, on
Porus' role as traitor, and on Alexander's generous treatment of the
Indian troops after Porus' death. In the poet's mind, and ultimately in
the reader's, Alexander deserves the victory; he is the noble knight
and king.

Other devices are also employed to enhance the picture of
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Alexander as ideal knight., He receives continuing praise, from friend
and foe alike.
His foes:
fThe messangers] tolden Kyng Darrie of Ali-
saunder 3engbe,
His boost, his pride, his hardyness, his
strengbe. (1321-22)
Lordynges, Alisaunder be kyng
Hab on erpe non euenyng.

Hardy is his flesshe and blood. (3003-05)

Wonder Ich habbe of his mizth--
Ne seij Ich neuere so hardy knijzth, (3317-18)

Forsobe, we witeb alle wel
pat Alisaunder is stronge and fel. (3371-72)

His friends:

Often bymened his prowesse,

His 3ingpe, and his hardynesse. (7878-79)
The poet:

He porous-bperled euery presse--

Was bere non to his prowesse, (2397-98)

Alisaundres hardyness may noman seye. (4890)

Similar, in effect, to these brief laudatory comments are the short
statements which indicate the ease with which he wins so many battles
and conquers whatever lies before him (1414-20, 1425-29, 5549-52).
The metaphor is yet another method used by the poet to
stress Alexander's ability in battle. Although Alexander is at times
metaphorically connected with the lion, an appropriate association for
nobility, in times of battle he becomes the wolf. He is found to be not
merely a skilled warrior, but a ferocious one. He possesses the
audacia so often admired in the knights of romance; his sheep-like ad-

versaries can hardly be a match for him,

Y
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Alisaunder ferde on vche half
Als it were an hungry wolf,
When he comebp amonges shepe--
Wip teeb and clowes he gynnep hem
strepe. (2179-82)
Salome sei3 at pat on half
Hou Alisaunder, as a wolf
pat fele dawes had yfast
pe shep todrawebp in pe wast,
So Alisaunder amonge his men
Slou3 doun-ri3th, by sex and ten. (2413-18)
An-hatt is Alisaunders blood.
He hete his folk so a wode wolf
Assailen hem on be cee half, (3266-68)

And Alisaunder on vche half
Sleeb doune-ri3th so doop a raged wolf. (4463-64)

For all of Alexander's ferocity as a knight, the poet takes
great care to avoid portraying him as rash, Only twice in the poem is
Alexander guilty of what might be considered rashness in battle, al-
though in one instance the poet manges to excuse this aspect while
stressing the valor Alexander exhibits, 21 No extenuating circum-
stances absolve Alexander in the other episode (3463-3518). The
troops of Alexander and Darius are lodged on opposite sides of a river
with Alexander remaining there in order to observe Darius' disposi-
tions. Alexander plunges fully armed into the river apparently to ob-
tain an even closer look, but the poet does not explicitly identify this as
the motivation. As a result, Alexander, who almost drowns, appears
foolhardy, although he is said to be ''stronge and bolde' (3483). With-
out distinct motivation for this action his plunge into the river seems
only a pointless, rash escapade.

It cannot be suggested, however, that this is an intentional

attribution of rashness, for the poet has evidently over-looked the lack
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of motivation because his concentration is directed elsewhere; he
wishes to avoid a contradiction he finds in his source. The swimming
episode is, in other versions, merely a means of bringing Alexander
close to death so that his trust in and knowledge of the true worth of
his physician can be brought forward. Yet because it is Parmenion
who attempts, out of envy, to discredit the physician Philip and is
hanged for his intrigue, the poet has discarded this part of the epi-
sode. He saw the contradiction in having this same Parmenion later
appear not only alive but loyal (3506-16), But in removing the contra-
diction, he removes even the narrative excuse for Alexander's swim.
This situation, coupled with the lack of motivation for Alexander's act,
casts a shadow of rashness over Alexander. It is an interesting fail-
ure on the poet's part not only because he is elsewhere so careful to
provide appropriate motivation for all his characters but because he so
obviously wishes Alexander not to appear rash, even in the pursuit of
glory.

The poet's desire to portray Alexander as other than a rash,
unthinking, albeit skillful, knight and leader becomes evident early in
the poem. If Alexander's defeat of Nicholas establishes his reputation
as a knight, his second conquest is intended to show that he possesses
wisdom, sapientia, as well as bodily strength and bravery. When the
king of Mantona revokes his allegiance to Macedonia, the reaction of
Philip--the leader of the forces which conquered Egypt and caused the
flight of Neptanabus--seems strange unless one recognizes that its pur-
pose is the elevation of Alexander as wise and thoughtful leader:

pe kynges veynes wexen chelde,

And nyst what he done mij3th,
Ac by conseil of his knijttes.
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He takep Alisaunder pis disray,

Forto amende it 3if he may.

Alisaunder it hauep aflonge,

Wharfore at table hym binkep long. (1174-80)
Only after pondering the situation does Alexander take action. Then it
is immediate: "After mete, demeyntenaunt, / To moupe he sett his
olyfaunt' (1181-82).

The poet often links these two qualities of Alexander. Un-
like the classical epic, where one character often possesses fortitudo
and another sapientia, Alexander combines both. He is successful as
both knight and leader precisely because he has both valor and wisdom,
and the balance between the two becomes almost formulaic:

And in pat grete regioun

Nas castel, cite, ne toun
pat man bi loue oiper mistte

Lesse pan in fourtene nistte. (1495-98j)
Jt [Alexandeﬂ is an hardy flumbarlyng, (firebrand)
Wijs and war, in al ping. (1788-89)

Alisaunder was wijs and war;
Now he was here, now he was par,
And bad hem be hardy and noping drede--  (2129-31)

Wonder Ich habbe of his mi3th--

Ne sei3 Ich neuere so hardy knisth,

So queynt . . . . (3317-19)

Alisaundres hardynesse may noman seye,

pe which, oiper bi strengbe or elles

by sum gynne,

Al bat he seep penchep forto wynne. (4890-92)

Aside from finding mention in conjunction with his hardiness,
Alexander's wisdom, sagacity, and cunning22 are developed indepen-

dently. Although this Alexander is no scholar, as is the Spanish Alex-

ander, nor a philosopher-king, as is the Alexander of Dicts and Say-

ings, he does, upon occasion, indulge in a bit of moralizing (1287-93,

1657-58), and his primary means of relaxation seems to be chess
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(3129, 2096). The poet also devotes a few lines in the '""catalogue of
education'" to Alexander's mastery of scholarly pursuits:

pe seuenpe maister techep his pars

And pe wytt of pe seuen ars.

Aristotle was on perof. (665-667)
While the connection between Aristotle and Alexander, and the influence
which Aristotle had upon him, had early been established in the Alex-
ander legend, some effort is made to stress this relationship and to
find in it a partial explanation for Alexander's success as a conqueror.
At the outset of the poem, the poet notes that Alexander '"dude by his
maistres teching' (32); later he makes the same point more strongly:

He doobp by Aristotles conseile;

By hym he is so full of gynne

pat alle men he may wynne. (3008-10)
But Alexander is no puppet of Aristotle; he merely gains stature by
his association with the ""maister.'" The sagacity and wisdom he
exhibits are meant to redound to his own glory. Aristotle may be
mentioned twice as a source of Alexander's overall success; Alexan-
der in person appears innumerable times as the source of concrete,
individual successes.

The poet finds numerous ways of portraying Alexander's
cunning in battle, his '"battle-knowledge." In the first encounter with
Darius, Alexander does not attack the forward guard but moves
through, hoping to reach Darius, knowing that if the head is slain the
body will have little heart to fight. In the same battle, he keeps twenty
thousand knights hidden as a reserve force. To defeat Thebes he has
erected by '"cunning, ' a runway of timber up the wall of the city so

that his chivalry may ride into the attack, He has his men tie boughs

to the tails of their horses to create the impression of a great attack

W
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and cause his opponents to retreat to a less favorable position. He or-
ders his men to pretend to flee so that Darius' troops will cross a river

and be trapped with their backs against the water. When the all-out

frontal attack on the enclosed city of Mantona fails, he turns to the seige,

to force starvation or open battle. He uses fire-brands to drive off the
giant crabs which cannot be pierced by swords. When he cannot defeat
the nations of Gog and Magog, because of their advantage in position,
he has his men create a diversionary attack while he encloses the bar-
barians with the marvelous bitumay.

A rather different type of cunning, coupled with valor, is ap-
parent in two episodes which have little to do with winning any kind of
battle or gaining much advantage for a forthcoming battle, except per-

haps a psychological one. His two forays, in disguise, into the en-

campments of Darius and Porus emphasize Alexander's personal bravery

and cleverness of mind. The situations themselves attest to his fear-
lessness, and, consequently, the poet focusses on developing Alexan-
der's cleverness. The poet obviously enjoys relating Alexander's
"queynt gyle' (5456) in convincing Porus that Alexander is old and
feeble. He also develops the irony of the situation to the fullest, for
the episode begins with the statement that Porus had great desire to
know Alexander's '""estre and his beyng' (5459). During Alexander's
conversation with Porus and his counselors, the irony is again played
up, as the Indians agree that the weak Alexander is surprisingly bold
and hardy, although he would not dare approach Porus face to face.
The final irony is that Porus enlists the disguised Alexander as a mes-
senger to deliver a challenge inspired by the false impression that the

same all-too-helpful stranger has given him of his enemy's strength
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and age; the challenge is, of course, to be delivered to none other than
Alexander himself. Porus rewards his newly-enlisted messenger with
gold and silver, and the messenger, perhaps amply rewarded already,
casually bestows the gifts upon the porter as he leaves Porus' camp.

The same enjoyment of irony appears in Alexander's meet-
ing with Darius (4105 ff, ), but the tone of the incident never takes on
the lightness of the encounter with Porus. Alexander appears before
Darius as a noble messenger from Alexander, not as a mud-spattered
merchant, the disguise he assumed to meet Porus, Darius commands
that he take a return message, rather than asking as does Porus. The
more serious atmosphere of this meeting, culminating in Alexander's
having to fight his way out of the city, is appropriate in the larger
scheme of the poem., Darius is Alexander's major civilized opponent,
a more formidable enemy than Porus--whose armies are defeated in a
mere four lines--and less easily duped. In fact, Darius almost imme-
diately guesses Alexander's true identity and Alexander must quickly
talk himself out of a difficult position. Similarly, the stealing of the
cup contrasts sharply with the reward openly given by Porus. Alex-
ander must defend himself against the charge of thievery and the threat
of hanging to an extremely angry Darius, so that the skill of his de-
fense--accusing Darius of being less generous and noble than Alex-
ander--is not merely intellectual play but necessity. The defense he
gives, however, is an effective one; Alexander clearly understands
that Darius will not allow himself to be thought less gracious and gen-
erous than his enemy. The poet thus manages to convey not only Alex-
ander's personal bravery and sagacity, but sets these qualities in 2

context appropriate to a meeting of the two formidable enemies.
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The understanding of human nature apparent in Alexander's

psychological defeat of Darius is also evident in Alexander's actions
after the trees of the sun and moon have predicted his death. Alexan-
der twice cautions his men to secrecy, noting the necessity of prevent-
ing Porus <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>