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Poetic Form and Historiographical Practice in Twelfth-Century England 

This paper will build on recent New Formalist approaches to the study of medieval 
historiography, by examining the significance of poetic form in the medieval reception of 
the classical poet-historian Lucan. Lucan’s first-century CE Bellum civile is an epic poem 
describing the civil war between Julius Caesar and Pompey. Even though he is a poet, and 
medieval history is primarily written in prose, Lucan is frequently cited by medieval 
historians, and his text is often used as a way of activating historical debate around issues 
such as civil strife, kingship, and fortune. Modern scholars often assume that Lucan’s 
status as a poet was an inconvenient truth ignored by medieval historians, who use him as 
a model for historical writing ‘despite’ the fact that he wrote in verse. This paper will 
undermine this assumption, by focusing on the opportunities, rather than the difficulties, 
afforded by Lucan’s poetic form. 
 
I will argue that medieval literary theorists believe Lucan’s Bellum civile functions on both 
an allegorical and a literal level. Poetry adds to the Bellum civile’s allegorical power, 
without detracting from its historicity. In fact, both levels work together to afford the 
Bellum civile greater hermeneutic possibilities. From this perspective, Lucan’s status as a 
poet strengthens, rather than problematizes, his efficacy as a model for historical writing. I 
will argue further that some medieval historians engage with Lucan’s work to help their 
own texts function on a similarly dual level. Using examples from the work of the twelfth-
century historian William of Malmesbury, I will show how historians use Lucan’s poetry 
to create literal and allegorical levels of interpretation in their prose works. In this way, I 
will argue that modern conceptions of the medieval reception of Lucan incorrectly rely on 
a post-medieval association of ‘fiction’ with poetry and ‘history’ with prose. 


