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Abstract 

The object of this thesis is to inquire into some major aspects of the 

historiographical writing of war in France and Burgundy, from Henry V's invasion of 

France in 1415 to the first wars of Italy. A comparative methodology is used to study 

the emergence and establishment, in Burgundy, then in France, of an official and 

semi-official writing of the prince's wars; these authoritative accounts are contrasted 

with independent versions. The thesis demonstrates that the writing of war promoted 

by the Dukes of Burgundy greatly influenced French chronicles, although the 

specific, national features of the early Renaissance French writing of war are also 

exemplified. 

The evolution of the writing of war is examined through the analysis of the 

treatment, by contemporaries, of selected episodes of French and Burgundian history, 

ranging chronologically from 1415 to 1500. Two themes are considered: the ideology 

of the prince's wars, and the representation of the prince's soldiers. The two are 

connected, for the prince's interest was that his agents in his wars - mainly, the 

nobility - should accept, and be flattered by, their representation in accounts of the 

prince's deeds. The development of a propagandist discourse in the official 

historiography of Burgundy and France is delineated; particular attention is given to 

the concept of the guerre de magnificence, which is seen, as far as Burgundy is 

concerned, in the context of Philip the Good's crusading endeavours. The crisis 

experienced in Burgundy, with the practical failure of the Dukes' guerres de 

magnificence, contrasts with the French propagandist discourse, which appears 

increasingly confident as France emerged victoriously from the trauma of the 

Hundred Years War and became, through the wars of Italy, a fearsome conquering 

nation. The evolution, in French historiography, of the Joan of Arc epic demonstrates 

more precisely the shaping of the discourse on defensive war, while the treatment of 

offensive war is seen through accounts of Charles VIII's descent into Italy. 
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Introduction 

Per que-m plai ben dels reis auzir la bomba, 
Que n'aion ops paisson, cordas e porn, 
E-n sion trap tendut per forsjazer, 
E-nz encontrem a milliers et a cens, 
Si c'apres nos en chant hom puois de gesta. 

Aussi, j'aime bien entendre le tumulte des rois, et 
que leur servent pieux, cordes et pommes, et que 
soient dressees les tenses pour permettre de toucher 
dehors et que nous nous rencontrions par milliers, 
par centaines, de Sorte qu'apres nous la posterite 
chante sur noire geste. 

Bertran de Born, `Non puosc mudar mon chantar 
non esparga" 

Our fantasy of the Middle Ages resounds with the din of trumpets, the clash 

of armour and the neighing of horses. However romantic or dramatic this image may 

be, it is quite hyperbolic: Philippe Contamine, the acknowledged French expert in 

medieval warfare, recently stressed that the Middles Ages were `une periode 

faussement militaire', concluding with the words: `Le Moyen Age a aussi connu les 

paix, la paix'2. But Contamine also acknowledged that, even in times of peace, war 

was an element of medieval man's usual horizon; the imposing presence of 

fortresses, for instance, was a constant reminder that war could always break out. 

War was seen as a predestined ingredient of life; this is expressed, for instance, in the 

opening lines of Jean de Bueil's Jouvencel, a 15th century manual for candidates for a 

military career, as the author explained: `Au, commencement de ce monde, apres que 

1 L'amour et la guerre: I'auvre de Bertran de Born, ed. and transl. G. GOUIRAN, 2 vol., Aix en 
Provence / Marseille, Universite de Provence / Lafitte, 1985,11,576, v. 4-8 (trans]. p. 577). 
2 Cf. `Le Moyen Age, une periode faussement militaire', interview with P. CONTAMINE, in L'art de la 
guerre au Moyen Age, Historia Special, 55 (September / October 1998), 110-116 (p. 116). 
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Dieu eut cree l'homme et la femme et qu'il eut produit toutes choses pour servir ä 

l'homme [... ], ne fut pas longuement la terre en paix'. Envy was the source of the 

first ever conflict, when Cain slew his brother Abel; shooting forth from the seeds of 

discord, war soon spread its branches over the whole world3. 

Jean de Bueil's metaphoric comments and biblical references were, however, 

greatly simplifying the issue. The modern historian R. A. Brown forcefully illustrated 

how crucial the political aspect of conflicts was to the understanding of medieval and 

early modem warfare, stating: `The origins of Europe were hammered out on the 

anvil of war'4. In the late Middle Ages, the period in which we shall interest 

ourselves, war was more than ever before the business of states - one can already talk 

of nation-states in many instances - struggling to assert their sovereignty, extend their 

dominions, or simply survive. At the same time, the fear or love of war was deeply 

rooted in contemporary society: war was mainly the instrument for the making of 

nation-states, but it also pre-existed the state in people's minds. This applies in 

particular to the aristocracy, the land-owning caste, whose very function was to fight 

for those who worked, or prayed, for the community. As Contamine has rightly 

emphasized: `la particularite de la guerre medievale est d'etre, comme la chasse, un 

mode de vie en dehors des structures etatiques. Elle surgit de la base; eile echappe 

aux `decideurs' - les lieutenants du roi ou le roi lui-meme'5. In the late Middle Ages, 

rulers were striving to channel and exploit these warlike impulses for their own 

profit. The story of the exploitation, by the Dukes of Burgundy and the Kings of 

France, of the nobility's martial drives and ideals will be one of the main themes of 

this thesis. 

Perhaps more than any other contemporary artistic representation of war, the 

late medieval writing of warfare exposes the dichotomy between war as instrument of 

the state, and war as a natural and human force, differently apprehended by different 

members of medieval society. The historiography of the times is a particularly 

' JEAN DE BUEIL, Le Jouvencel, ed. C. FAVRE and L. LECESTRE for the SHF, 2 vol., Paris, 
Renouard, 1887-1889,1,13. 
4 Quotation found in M. HOWARD, War in European History, London / Oxford / NewYork, Oxford 
University Press, 1976, p. 1. 
S Cf. `Le Moyen Age, une periode faussement militaire', p. 112. 
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interesting field of study, because it is primarily concerned with wars, the latter being 

the most dramatic events that disrupted ordinary life; from reading medieval 

chronicles, we do feel as if the stuff of history was basically warfare, however 

exaggerated this idea may be. All chroniclers wrote mainly of wars, whether they 

glorified or deplored them; many explicitly devoted their works to the recording of 

military deeds. Thus, the writing of war in the Middle Ages coincides to a great 

extent with the writing of history. It happens that the 15th century is a strikingly rich 

period as regards historiography, at least for France and its powerful, ambitious 

vassal region, the Duchy of Burgundy. Educated contemporaries seem to have been 

seized with a feverish urge to immortalize the remarkable events of their age in 

writing, and rulers were quick to promote official writings of their reign, to produce 

definitive versions of their deeds. War naturally figured in the forefront of these 

histories, either by choice or by virtue of its immediacy. Moreover, the period is 

particularly interesting with regard to warfare: from the renewal of the Hundred 

Years War, to the French adventures in Italy, the century saw countless dramatic 

events which greatly modified contemporary geopolitics. In addition, it was a period 

when warfare was evolving with sensational and disturbing momentum: the slaughter 

of the French chivalry by the English archers at Agincourt, that of the Burgundian 

nobility by the Swiss pikemen at Morat, or the successes achieved by Charles VIII 

against the Italians, thanks notably to his impressive artillery train, demonstrate how 

rapidly tactics and techniques evolved during the century. Last but not least, the mid- 

15`h century saw the birth of the French standing army, a crucial event with great 

consequences in the social, political and, naturally, military domains, in France and 

in other European states, as the latter were inspired by France's example. 

In this thesis, I propose to consider the history of the writing of warfare in 15`h 

century France and in her powerful, culturally active vassal territory, the Duchy of 

Burgundy. This study will further our understanding of the `cultura della guerra' - 

the culture of war, the words Franco Cardini used to describe the impact of warfare 

on ways of thinking, art, literature, and the whole European civilization, from the 
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early Middle Ages to the French Revolution - and provide more information on a 

particular stage of its evolution, during a period often described as the pre- 

Renaissance7, when Northern Europe was still medieval in most respects, yet 

entering the Renaissance through various aspects of its civilization. The culture of 

war of the pre-Renaissance period is a vast field to explore; modern historians have 

already settled down to the task, seeking the clues that explained it in all of the 

constituents of contemporary European civilization: letters and edicts, artistic 

representations, literature and historiography. Particular attention has been paid to the 

concept of chivalry, because of its importance in the military, political, and social 

affairs of the 15`h century8. Chivalry will of course be one of the main themes of my 

study: whether extolled or demystified, it was an unavoidable element of the writing 

of war. As regards my sources, I have chosen to concentrate exclusively on 

historiography, with the design of analysing the various trends of recording of wars 

that existed in Burgundy and France, and their evolution. 

Over the last thirty years, there has been a remarkable rise of interest in the 

chroniclers of the 15`h century, especially the rhetoriqueurs of Burgundy. Modern 

scholars have shown that the rhetoriqueurs' bombastic and mannered language, as 

well as their propagandistic stance, did not necessarily make their discourse banal or 

flat9, especially in the case of works as ideologically rich as Georges Chastelain's 

chronicle. Most of the major rhetoriqueurs or other French and Burgundian 

chroniclers of the period now each have their recognized modem specialist. Jean 

Dufournet and Jean-Claude Delclos have enlightened us respectively on Philippe de 

Commynes' Memoires1 ° and Georges Chastelain's Chroniquel1; very recently, Jean 

Devaux and Mark Spencer have established themselves as the experts respectively on 

6 Cf. F. CARDINI, La culture de la guerre, XeXVII/e siecle, transl. A. LEVI, Paris, Gallimard, 1992 
(first published in Florence, 1982, as Quell'Antica Festa Crudele, Guerra et cultura delta guerra 
dall'etafeudale alle Grande Rivoluzione). 
7 See for instance C. MOSSE, Les Histoires de 1'Histoire, vol. 2: La Pre-Renaissance, Paris, Acropole, 
1982. 
8 See Chapter 1, note 7 for a list of modern sources on late medieval chivalry. 
9 The works of Paul Zumthor initiated the rehabilitation of the Burgundian rhetoriqueurs and of their 
later French homonyms. See especially his book Le masque et la lumiere. La poetique des grands 

rhetoriqueurs, Paris, Seuil, 1978. 
10 See Jean Dufournet's collection of his best articles on Commynes: J. DUFOURNET, Philippe de 

Commynes. Un historien a l'aube des temps modernes, Brussels, De Boeck-Wesmael, 1994. 
11 Cf. Delclos' thesis on Chastelain: J. -C. DELCLOS, Le temoignage de Georges Chastellain, 

historiographe de Philippe le Bon et de Charles le Temeraire, Geneva, Droz, 1980. 
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Jean Molinet and Thomas Basin, thanks to their much needed monographs 12. These 

modern scholars, and others, have naturally examined in some detail the views on 

war in general, or on particular wars, professed by the author they studied. 

Chastelain, Molinet or Commynes' thoughts on war will of course be examined and 

contrasted in this thesis, yet I also intend to analyse the testimony of other 

historiographers who have been somewhat neglected by modern critics, such as 

Gilles Le Bouvier, Pierre Cochon, Jean de Wavrin and Jean d'Auton. 

In an illuminating article, Jean-Claude Delclos contrasted Commynes' 

pragmatic and realistic recording of wars with the chivalrous and exalted accounts of 

military deeds found in the early part of Chastelain's chronicle 13. The critic 

concluded his piece by stating that his comments were only a starting-point: to 

understand the reason for the two authors' differing views of war, one needed to 

consider their writings in the broader context of the whole 15th century 

historiographical scene, and to seek the causes of their particular visions in their own 

experiences. Extending Delclos' analysis to the whole of the century's 

historiographical writing of warfare, I have tried to further his observations, to show 

the different existing traditions, the developing schools, emphasize the various trends 

of writing of war and the idiosyncrasies of certain authors. Also, I have tried to 

answer the questions that he raised, applying them not simply to Chastelain and 

Commynes, but to other authors, by examining each chronicler's contribution to the 

writing of war in the historical, political and literary context of the times - an external 

factor of considerable importance for us if we want to understand why authors wrote 

warfare the way they did, and less likely to be influenced by our subjectivity than a 

study of the chroniclers' psychology. 

12 Cf. J. DEVAUX, Jean Molinet, indiciaire bourguignon, Paris, Honor6 Champion, 1996 
(Bibliotheque du Xis siecle, LV); M. SPENCER, Thomas Basin (1412-1490). The History of Charles 
VI! and Louis X1, Nieuwkoop, De Graaf, 1997. 
13 J. -C. DELCLOS, `Les rayons et les ombres de la guerre ä la fin du Moyen Age: Georges Chastellain 
et Philippe de Commynes', in La bataille, 1'armee, la gloire. 1745-1871. Actes du colloque 
international de Clermont-Ferrand, ed. P. VIABLANEIX and J. EURARD, Clermont-Ferrand, 
Association des publications de la faculte de lettres et sciences humaines de Clermont-Ferrand, 1985, 
t. 1, p. 21-34. 
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The primary theme of my study is the shaping of an official, propagandist 

writing of the prince's wars, in Burgundy, then in France, following the Burgundian 

example. Official accounts of the princes' wars will be contrasted with other, 

independent versions. We shall see how the Dukes of Burgundy promoted a 

chivalrous, heroic and partisan recording of their wars; the genre then established 

itself in France - with, however, some important national peculiarities - to the 

detriment of an old, once well-established type of historiography, which I have 

termed the `clerical' chronicle. Philippe de Commynes' Memoires then introduced a 

new writing of war which stands out as the alternative genre at the end of the 15`h 

century; its triumph, however, would only happen in the next century. 

The writing of war by the French and Burgundian official, semi-official and 

independent historiographers will be analysed and contrasted through the study of 

their treatment of two main topics: the ideology of the prince's wars, and the 

depiction of the prince's soldiers - mainly, the knights. These are closely connected, 

for the princes' interest was that the historiography of their states should reflect the 

image of the soldier they wanted to promote, and that the noblesse d'epee should 

accept, as well as be flattered by, this representation. My second theme, which is 

more straightforwardly ideological, will be the cause of the princes' wars. The sheer 

variety of the military conflicts that took place in France and Burgundy in the 15th 

century, and the length of the span of time I have chosen to study - which seemed 

necessary, to bring out a manifest pattern of evolution - made it impossible for me to 

consider every different kind of conflict. Instead, I have picked out some of the most 

dramatic events of the century: mainly, the renewal of the Hundred Years War, and, 

at the other end of the century, France's spectacular offensive in Italy. I also consider 

one episode which, considering its poor results, may appear inconsequential, but 

which, ideologically, seems to me very important: the crusading actions and 

endeavours of Philip the Good of Burgundy, from 1444 to 1463. We shall see how 

France, emerging as a victor from the traumatic Hundred Years War conflict, became 

increasingly self-confident and triumphant in her historiographical discourse about 

her wars, drawing inspiration from the Burgundian chroniclers' writing of their 

Dukes' wars. Particular attention will be paid to a concept developed by the 

chroniclers of Burgundy, the guerre d'honneur et de magnificence. When, at the 
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dawn of the 16`h century, the Kings of France embark on their impressive wars of 

conquest in Italy, their official writers will exploit the theme of the guerre de 

magnificence to present, extol and excuse their patron's aggressive and ambitious 

Italian adventures. 

The reader will soon note that I have made little use of the methodology of 

modern literary criticism, though I have not altogether ignored it. This is partly due to 

the fact that my sources, as my conclusions, are primarily of a historical nature. 

Naturally, the literary aspect of the sources has not been neglected: quite the contrary, 

since one of the concerns of the Burgundian and French official chroniclers was the 

development of an artistic discourse, with an emphasis on form. However, to modern 

criticism, I have preferred a comparative methodology, which the sheer variety of my 

sources seemed to favour. Arguing from analogy and contrast between French, 

Burgundian and, accessorily, foreign sources, I have endeavoured to define the 

affinities between the various 15`" century testimonies on war, and their differences, 

as well as to bring out patterns of development both in sources and themes. 

A long introductory chapter will present a panorama of the recording of the 

`war of the knights' as it developed in France and Burgundy from approximately 

1415 to 1460. We shall see how Philip the Good soon established in Burgundy a 

distinguished official writing of war which glorified the `war of the knights', 

flattering the nobility by exploiting the ideals of chivalry which the Dukes of 

Burgundy had themselves embraced. Two different genres of recording wars existed 

in France, the clerical and the chivalrous; the chivalrous chronicle, more sober and 

pragmatic than its Burgundian homonym, and already patriotic, would become 

France's first official historiography. The second chapter will deal with the shaping, 

in France, from 1429 to the early 16`" century, of a propagandist official discourse 

about God's support for the King of France's wars, through the study of the treatment 

of the episode of Joan of Arc. In the two following chapters, we shall return to 

Burgundy, and examine Philip the Good's crusading endeavours, from 1444 to 1463. 

The Burgundian accounts of Philip's crusading efforts will allow a definition of the 

guerre d'honneur et de magnificence, a magnanimous action performed by the prince 

to acquire renown and increase his state's prestige. I shall expose, however, the 



18 

ambiguity in Burgundian accounts of Philip's guerre de magnificence, and contrast it 

with France's triumphant narratives of Charles VIII's descent into Italy, also 

implicitly presented by the French official chroniclers of the early Renaissance as a 

guerre de magnificence, despite the failure of Charles' crusading ambitions (Chapter 

5). These boastful, chivalrous French accounts of the first war of Italy will be 

contrasted with the lucid and moralizing version of Philippe de Commynes, which 

appears as the only alternative to the partisan discourse (Chapter 6). Finally, I shall 

return to the issue of the representation of the soldier, this time in the official 

historiography of France at the dawn of the 16th century (Chapter 7); we shall see 

how the early Renaissance French chroniclers modelled their representation of the 

actors of Charles VIII and Louis XII's guerres de magnificence upon the heroic 

pattern of the Valois Dukes of Burgundy's historiography, yet presented a more 

modern, pragmatic and militant image of the French soldier, and of the French army, 

reflecting in particular the new bonds that effectively united the Kings of France to 

their agents in their wars. 

* 

** 

Enguerran de Monstrelet, Jean Lefevre de Saint-Remy, Jean de Wavrin, 

Georges Chastelain, Olivier de La Marche, Jean Molinet, Philippe de Commynes and 

Jean d'Auton are the primary sources in several volumes that I have used most, and 

will be referred to throughout this work using two numbers between brackets. The 

roman number will indicate the tome and the arabic number the page. The tome and 

page numbers refer to the following editions: 

- ENGUERRAN DE MONSTRELET, Chronique, ed. L. DOUET D'ARCQ for the SHF, 

6 vol., Paris, Ve Renouard, 1857-1862. 

- JEAN LEFEVRE DE SAINT-REMY, Chronique, ed. F. MORAND for the SHF, 2 

vol., Paris, Renouard, 1876-1881. 

- JEAN DE WAVRIN, Recueil des croniques et anchiennes istories de la Grant 

Bretaigne, a present nomme Engleterre, ed. W. HARDY and E. L. C. P. HARDY ,5 
















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































