IRENE BUENO
CRUSADE, HISTORY, AND EXOTIC FASCINATION: THE
RECEPTION OF LA FLOR DES ESTOIRES DE LA TERRE
YKOS IN THE LATER
MIDDLE AGES
The refined illuminations hosted in the first folio of various elegant
manuscripts
Ko ykos presenting his book to Pope Clement V in 13071. At the time,
the papal court was based in Poitiers, before its move to Avignon. The
text composed for the Pope was La flor des estoires de la terre d
,
a lengthy treatise in four parts concerning the Eastern lands and poputo Nicolas Falcon, who translated it into Latin soon thereafter (the Latin
title being Flos historiarum terrae Orientis), thus providing from the
outset a bilingual circulation of the work2. The arrival of the Armenian
organized body of knowledge regarding the lands lying between China
(Catay) and the Eastern Mediterranean. Yet, shortly afterwards, the text
started circulating far beyond Papal circles, and soon became one of the
texts about the East most widely known in Western Europe.
La flor des estoires is organized into four parts. According to
Charles Kohler, the first three parts, which deliver one of the most
complete accounts of the Eastern lands produced during the Middle
Ages, were originally written in French. Conversely, the fourth was
written in Latin directly at the request of the pope, being conceived as a
stand-alone treatise3. Book 1 is a geographic-ethnographic survey of
1
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fourteen regions of Asia. Book 2 is a survey of Arab and Turkish dynasties from the time of Mohammed through the thirteenth century. Book 3
is much longer and offers a detailed history of the rise of the Mongols
from the time of Gengis Khan to the early fourteenth century. Conversely, the fourth book offers advice to the pope on how to organize a new
ilitary
4
techniques, coalitions, and strategies of warfare . His aim is to encourage
an alliance among Latins, Armenians, and Mongols against the Mamluks
of Egypt, which explains why he combines digressions on Oriental
ethnography and Mongol history within a traditional tractatus de passagio. Indeed, through rewriting Mongol histories, the author seeks to
portray the Tartars as noble people and excellent warriors, even close to
Christianity, in order to support his idea of a Mongol-Christian coalition5.
While originally written for the Pope, La flor soon circulated beyond
the walls of the Pontifical city, becoming enormously popular, particularly in France, Italy, and Flanders. The wide circulation of this text is
attested by over fifty extant manuscript copies, in both French and Latin,
and by a dozen early modern editions in Latin, French, Italian, Dutch,
German, and Spanish (and a later translation into Armenian too)6.
Despite such a rich tradition, the question of the reception of La flor
has so far
dieval audiences, enquiring into how this work was used and understood by
4
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later readers; how it interacted with their own cultural context; and with
which purpose it was read. Indeed, because of its multi-layered character,
La flor was open to a multiplicity of readings, which of course do not
necessarily exclude each other. By presenting some of the results of ongoing research, I will classify these readings thematically (crusade; history; geography; ethnography; and literature des merveilles), referring to a
selection of anthological manuscripts produced in the fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries. I will not deal with early prints of La flor, leaving
aside useful sources for the identification of
readership, such as
prefaces to the readers.
A survey of about forty extant anthological collections including La
flor illustrates that very soon after its compilation in 1307, the work was
no longer read in the first place as a crusading treatise. If this work had a
specific military preoccupation at the time of its compilation, prior to the
council of Vienne (1311-1312), its arguments in favor of an expedition to
Armenia or Cyprus soon lost their timeliness. Even an author such as the
Venetian
work in his own crusading treatise - the Liber secretorum fidelium Crucis, submitted to Pope John XXII in 1321 - proved to be more interested
is crusading plan7. A
significant exception to the diminished impact of La flor as a military
tract is represented by its use by the Florentine chronicler Giovanni
Villani (ca. 1276crusading project for his Cronica8.
a few anthologies of works relating - at least in part - to the recovery of
the Holy Land. One, for example, is a late fourteenth-century copy
69r-87v, in
French) along with works concerning the recuperation of the Holy Land,
such as
by Roger Stanegrave, Le livre de la
Terre sainte by William of Tyre, the De statu Terrae Sanctae by Aymar
Description de la Terre Sainte. In addition, it
7
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also includes John of Piano Carpine and Marco Polo9. Similar is the
focus of a fifteenth-century volume preserved in Vienna. Along with
77r-131v), this anthology includes works of various genres, among which are a few works related to the Holy Land: the
Libellus de locis sanctis
Hodoeporicon
ad Terram Sanctam, by Wilhelm von Boldensele, and the Gesta
Godefridi de Bouillon et aliorum by Fulcher of Chartres10.
In another series of manuscripts, which will be discussed below, La
flor was bound together with various texts, including a description of
Oriental Europe, as well as a crusading treatise, such as the Memoria
Terrae Sanctae. In this case, the selection criteria confirm a special, even
if not exclusive, focus on the recovery of the Holy Land.
Conversely, this focus shifts substantially in another series of anthologies. Indeed, the composition of most anthological manuscripts
suggests that, during the first centuries of its existence, La flor was read
primarily for entertainment or edification. The fact that it was often
bound to historical writings attests to the fact that late medieval readers
especially appreciated its value as a source of historical information.
based on sources that Westerners did not have access to. These sources
were threefold: the direct experience of the author; stories reported by his
uncle, the King of Armenia; and unspecified Mongol histories11. Because
major points of reference used to gain knowledge about Oriental history.
His historical treatment of the Mongols was thus a primary source for
various other works compiled in the fourteenth century, such as Paolino
Chronologia and Satyrica ystoria
Chronica
S. Bertini
Western historians, such as Martin of Poland, which he uses extensively
for his
, written in Armenian, thus promoting the
circulation of historical information both eastward and westward12.
The reception of La flor as a key historiographical work is testified
to by a dozen compilations, in whic
9
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other historical works, ranging from origins, and legendary histories to
contemporary chronicles. Despite its specific focus on the Mongol
only of oriental histories, but also ancient history, national histories, and
genealogies.
This is the case, for example, with an anthology preserved in Paris
and copied in the late fourteenth century, which contains the Historia
Britonum, by Geoffrey of Monmouth, a Vita Caroli Magni, a Universal
chronicle from the origin of the world until 1199; and a work on crusading history, such as the Historia Francorum, by Raymond of Aguilers13.
The Haarlem copy (late fifteenth century) is even more heterogeis grouped along with ancient authors such as Suetonius
and Ausonius. Regardless of any chronological coherence, the selection
criteria confirm that La flor was regarded primarily as a historical text, to
be bound with classical historiographers14. Similarly, the copy preserved
in The Hague contains three texts, bound together in the fifteenth century, and grouped because of their common genre: the Chronica pontificum et imperatorum by Martin of Poland; the Chronicon sive gesta pontificum Traiectensium et principum Hollandiae; and the Flos historiarum
terrae Orientis15.
ciated as a source of geographical information, because of the descriptions
of topography, landscape, climate, agriculture, and fauna of fourteen
Asiatic regions offered in Book 1. Accordingly, six anthologies bind La
flor (sometimes selecting only Book 1) together with geographical or
Cosmography (in two manuscripts), the Liber provinciarum ecclesiae Romanae (in three manuscripts), an important anonymous treatise of geography (in one manuscript), and a treatise about the Cycladic islands (in one manuscript).
Other readers, too, were particularly interested in Book 1 and in
ibution to Eastern geography and ethnography. A family
ning the East, including the already mentioned crusading treatise Memoria Terrae Sanctae, as well as the Descriptio Europae orientalis16. This is
13
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an account of Eastern Europe and the Byzantine Empire, which was
written in the early fourteenth century, soon after La flor, probably for
King Charles of Valois. The author is an anonymous friar who spent a
few years preaching in these territories. He states openly that he seeks to
offering unique testimonies on medieval Albania, Serbia, Poland, Hungathe geography of the Eastern European regions, their administration,
politics, customs, and economy. In this way, La flor and the Descriptio
complement each other perfectly, providing Western readers with a
detailed account of that vast region, extending from the coastlines of the
Adriatic Sea to Cathay. The anonymous Descriptio is preserved in five
ykos.
Combined together, the two works thus perfectly responded to the
purpose of collecting and systematizing empirical information about all
the Oriental regions.
Finally, other anthologies were designed to systematize knowledge
about the East, but with a different scope. Six manuscripts belonging to
two different families contain a translation of various texts into French,
undertaken by Jean le Long in around 135117. These texts comprise
Croce, Oderic of Pordenone, Willelm of Boldensele, John of Cori). The
manuscript tradition of these texts translated by Jean le Long proves that
they were meant as a whole: in the late fourteenth and in the fifteenth
centuries they were systematically copied together, as if they were part of
a unique, monumental summa concerning the Oriental lands. These
collections seem to be aimed especially at entertainment. Indeed, they
were designed to satisfy a literary fascination and curiosity for exotic
lands and populations, especially among the laity. In fact, the transmission of these texts in the vernacular and the material characteristics of
the codices indicate that they were meant to be available for a lay and
wealthy audience. It is worth recalling, in particular, the famous Livre
des merveilles, a true masterpiece of the art of book decoration, which

17
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contains 265 refined illuminations and was first owned by the duke of
Burgundy, Jean Sans Peur18.
Designed originally as a crusade treatise, during the second half of
the fourteenth century La flor thus followed different trajectories. As
shown by this rapid survey of fourteenth- and fifteenth-century anthohistorical, geographical, or ethnographical treatise, and as an entertaining
report about fabulous lands. As remarked by various early modern
editors, La flor was not a work of genius. Yet, regardless of its questionnable literary merits, the work soon became very popular. We can
explain this success in various ways. First, the multi-layered feature of La
flor and the different information contained in its four books met the
expectations of different audiences. Secondly, the circulation of La flor
was encouraged by the fact that since the time of its redaction, it was
immediately available in Latin and French, allowing for wider dissemination beyond learned audiences. The cultural context of its early reception was characterized, on the one hand, by an increase in lay reading,
the rise of general levels of literacy, and the wider availability of books,
and, on the other hand, by increasing curiosity about the Asian continent,
as well as through the development of new literary genres, looking at the
oriental lands from perspectives that do not rely only on missions and
crusades.
the still substantial poverty of late medieval documentation about the Asiatic regions in the
West. Only a few recent treatises provided systematic information on the
Oriental regions, such as the reports by Marco Polo, Oderic of Pordenone, John Mandeville, and Riccoldo of Montecroce. Next to these authors,
at the Near and Far East from the perspective of an Armenian man,
compiling in French (and being translated into Latin) for a Western
audience. His treatment relies on new sources, unknown in the West, and
testimony.
Certainly, the political project designed by the Armenian monk had a
short life. Indeed, his crusading plan was tied to a specific time: namely,
in around the year 1307. It is obvious that only a few years later the work
was already outdated. Nonetheless, the value of La flor as a way of
18
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e East was to
be appreciated for a long time: there was material enough, in the four
books, to satisfy the changing expectations of changing audiences.
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