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With other recent publications on the medieval understanding of nature (more specifically natural 

spaces, forests, hunting, wild animals, wolves and dogs), Fabrice Guizard-Duchamp has recently 

made major contributions to our understanding of the medieval history of ideas. The book reviewed, 

here, a rewritten dissertation, similarly covers important conceptual ground, and is of great relevance 

for specialist researchers as well as students in need of a solid and engaging introduction to the field. 

The monograph is arranged thematically, moving between various aspects of the sauvage (whose 

semantic range is not entirely covered by its modern English translations, the savage, the wild, the 

wilderness). The thematic subdivision, explained on p. 21, opens with a conceptual history of wildness 

or wilderness through classical, late antique and medieval times, followed by a discussion of its 

Christian understanding, and man’s relationship with it. The individual chapters can be read 

independently (some purple patches indeed deserve to be recommended almost as free-standing 

essays, for example a section on the desert, p. 191–238, or one on saints who hunt, p. 165–167), but 

it would probably be fair to say that the most fruitful reading of this monograph is a linear one.

Guizard-Duchamp begins the discussion with a juxtaposition of wild nature versus domesticity from an 

anthropological point of view, which he supports with an interesting lexical and etymological survey, 

carefully pulling together classical and medieval Latin nomenclature relating to domesticity and its 

opposites (p. 38f.). The word sauvage and its European cognates go back to the Latin adj. silvaticus, 

from the Latin n. silva, wood, forest (p. 19), which gradually loses its topographical association but 

retains its qualitative meaning. Other wilderness vocabulary emphasises its opposition to domesticity 

(cp. the Latin adj. indomitus, incultus). This is followed by a concise survey of classical, late antique, 

and early medieval authorities on natural phenomena, including Pliny and Isidore (p. 24–44). 

The author handles the often tricky and contradictory Christian understanding of natural observation 

very well, presenting succinct observations which, despite a certain danger of over-generalisation, 

nevertheless make good conceptual starting-points (»pour le chrétien, l’étude de la nature n’est utile 

qu’à des fins exégétiques«, p. 36). Important Christian aspects covered here are the Fall, with its 

switch to hostile nature, p. 64–66, Hell, as some sort of anti-natural anti-world, p. 116–128, and the 

Devil and the demonic world (with a good summary of secondary literature, p. 145–150). The author 

remarks on the absence of agricultural literature in medieval times (p. 54) and on the poverty of 

medieval zoological and botanical knowledge in comparison with the classical heritage (p. 35–38); one 

assumes, however, that an illiterate farming and hunting population in the Middle Ages was 

knowledgeable enough, presumably relying on unwritten knowledge. The medieval lack of interest in 

empirical observation and in scientific classification is discussed too; Christian authors are shown to 
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use classification or taxonomy for the sake of establishing an orderly and symmetrical creation (or one 

could add, for the sake of showing off a particularly technical or poetic vocabulary and scholarly 

bravado, as in the case of Isidore or Aldhelm, for example). The connection between animals and 

humanoid character traits is discussed, p. 68f., as is the thin delineation between animals and 

barbarians, p. 90–97. Again and again one is reminded how many medieval literary genres deal with 

the contrast between domesticated and undomesticated nature: fables, encyclopaedic writings, saints’ 

lives, bestiaries, Bible commentaries and so forth. Many interesting ideas emerge from Guizard-

Duchamp’s discussion: that the wolf would not necessarily have been recognised as the ancestor of 

the dog in medieval times, p. 43; that classical authors show awareness of birch trees, whereas the 

more parochial medieval authorities do not, p. 37; or the idea (attributed to J. André) that Isidore 

remains ignorant about the migration routes of the very storks which fly over him. The book contains 

not just an index of authors, but also a motif index, a feature not often seen in monographs, but of 

great help here, listing parts of nature, animals, and topographical details.

The breadth of primary materials examined is exemplary here, ranging from the most prominent 

named authors (esp. Gregory of Tours, Isidore, Augustine, Hrabanus Maurus, Venantius Fortunatus) to 

an impressively wide range of anonymous saints’ lives (p. 244–247), which Guizard-Duchamp rightly 

recommends to a wider audience. In a study so full of interesting materials, it would be churlish to 

expect more, and one only hopes that, in a future publication, the author returns to a small number of 

aspects which are not covered so prominently here: more recent research on the Liber monstrorum 

(collected, for example, in Andy Orchard, »Pride and Prodigies«, p. 86–115 and p. 254–317, and 

Michael Lapidge, »Beowulf, Aldhelm, the Liber monstrorum and Wessex«, Studi Medievali 23 [1982], 

p. 151–192), which reassigns an insular origin to the text, would also perhaps make an interesting 

contribution to the author’s picture of the pagan and Christian understanding of wilderness, and 

remind the reader that medieval authors are sometimes also driven by curiosity, not just a desire for 

exegesis. The book under review here focuses on the Frankish world, but includes much insular 

material, which often presents an alternative picture. In that area, readers might benefit from a reading 

of Jennifer Neville, »Representations of the Natural World«, or even a minor hagiographical survey like 

Christine Rauer, »Beowulf and the Dragon«. Future readers of Guizard-Duchamp’s analyses might 

also appreciate pointers to some prominent hagiographical research tools, for instance Charles 

Cahier, »Caractéristiques des saints«. In sum, this is a wide-ranging but detailed, scholarly, engaging 

study, covering an excellent range of primary literature, and reviewing research published in French, 

English, German and Italian. The author and the Presses universitaires de Rennes are to be 

congratulated on producing a most successful monograph, one, moreover, which is available to the 

reader at a fantastically affordable price.
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