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of forming narratives that join the disparate cultures together under one English identity.
According to Galbraith, the most defining feature of the medieval English nation was language.
And more recently, Kathy Lavezzo’s Imagining a Medieval English Nation applies Anderson’s
concept to the medieval period, in which the English people did have an established sense of
nationality under the Anglo-Saxon culture that was then conquered and colonized by the
Normans. This theoretical understanding of nationhood allows me to examine how the
allegiances of each author affect the tone and focus of his piece, how he is influenced by the
sources he uses (or claims to use), how he represents the “present” in his history, and how
national identity is constructed therein. Most importantly, | use these theorists to understand how
an individual’s story, both the historian’s and the protagonist’s, relates to the history of Britain. I
also investigate the historians and their histories with questions more specifically related to their
individual goals.

History and Romance

Much of my project also involves questioning the idea of genre, especially when dealing with
romance and history. The binary structure set up by Hanning is useful in determining the
distinctions between what Geoffrey and later historians are doing with history and how they
diverge from the work of historians like Bede and Gildas. However, I do not believe Geoffrey
intended to create something so very different from the work of his predecessors. Like the other
historians of this period, Geoffrey could not help but be influenced by the earlier
historiographical tradition and attempted to legitimize his work by using many of the same
techniques as these writers, such as referencing credible sources and creating a sense of authority

for the history. Regardless of the intentions of the works, many of these histories contain
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elements that we refer to as romantic.® The intertwining of the romantic and historiographic
traditions of this period provides the individual narratives that are so attractive to my
dissertation. When the authors focus on specific characters—King Arthur, Havelok, etc.—and
expand minor recordings in a chronicle into longer narratives, the history becomes imbued with a
subtext that should illuminate the specific concerns and interests of each author, especially with
regards to the ethnic background of these characters. In addition, the romantic/historiographic
genre of twelfth-century England provides access to a major period of British medieval history—
the Norman Conquest.

Current scholarship on post-Norman England has progressed much since Hanning’s Vision,
especially in the works of Otter, Michael Faletra, R. William Leckie, and Jocelyn Wogan-
Browne. Today, some scholars closely examine the specific constraints, thematic concerns, and
goals of historians in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, but few scholarly works focus on such
disparate historians working in close historical proximity to one another to accomplish a similar
cultural goal, the blending of the disparate cultural identities. Therefore, | believe this project is a
necessary examination of historical writing following the Norman Conquest. My dissertation fills
this critical gap and traces the shift from Anglo-Saxon cultural traditions to Anglo-Norman and,

ultimately, to the late medieval conception of Englishness. Like many of the historians that I

8 Medieval scholars contentiously debate the standard definition of the romance genre, but semantically speaking the
term romans was used to differentiate between texts written in the vernacular and those written in Latin. As John
Finlayson contends, “Though ambiguity in the meaning of ‘romance’ is partly linguistic, literary studies of chivalric
narratives have served to compound the confusion, rather than clarify it...the curious mingling of a recognition of
the difference between the actuality of medieval romance and the nineteenth century’s vision and expectations of
it... seems to have bedevilled discussion of the Middle English romance” (48). Over time the genre expanded from
mere language distinction to a literary form, one distinguished from others based on the use of certain genre
conventions. However, W.R.J. Barron, in English Medieval Romance, contends the romance should be defined in
terms of “mode” and not genre: “At the heart of the romance mode in all its manifestations certain values remain
constant.... Whatever genre the romance mode may adopt, they find expression through the same conventional
motifs: the mysterious challenge or summons to a mission; the lonely journey through hostile territory; the first sight
of the beloved; the single combat against overwhelming odds or a monstrous opponent™ (4-5).
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examine in this dissertation, I am mostly concerned with uncovering the origins of the English
identity as it was constructed during this period, which will provide a clearer portrait of this
period of medieval England and the people who occupied it. Reconstructing the political climate,
rulers, and familial disputes in which the authors composed their histories will show how
literature can ease the transition of cultural change.® The following chapter summaries provide a
brief outline of the specific questions and concerns | have for each text. All of these questions
should lead to a better understanding of when and how medieval English nationhood is
imagined, and how cultural differences are assimilated into (or rejected from) this picture.

Summary of Chapters

Chapter 1: Geoffrey’s History and Historia: The Function of a Pseudo-History

The influence of Geoffrey’s HRB? [1123-1139] on English historiography and the romantic
tradition is well known to scholars who study medieval England. For the purposes of this study, I
will consider not only how Geoffrey’s HRB eclipsed other historical writers of the time but also
the effect his work had on the changing landscape of medieval literature. In addition, the
significant impact Geoffrey’s text had on the literary and historical landscape of England makes
it necessary to explore the authorial choices Geoffrey made as he composed his history. Often his
HRB is considered more of a pseudo-history, but accuracy in representation is not as integral to a
study of the literary qualities of historical writing. However, Geoffrey’s claims for the history of
Britain, while not wholly divergent from other origin stories in continental Europe, are blatantly

implausible and were questioned by his contemporaries. | examine what sources Geoffrey used

9 See the genealogical table on page 22 for the rulers most integral to the political and historical context of these
writers.

10 This dissertation uses Michael D. Reeve’s 2007 edition and translation of De Gestis Britonum [Historia Regum
Britanniae], as it is the most comprehensive compilation of all existing manuscripts of Geoffrey’s HRB. In addition,
I will be using the translation provided in this text by Neil Wright, a renowned Geoffrey scholar. See the works cited
page for full bibliographic information.
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and why he veered from the established British historical representations of Bede and Gildas
with his own fabricated Welsh (British) source. In claiming a specifically British source for his
history, Geoffrey creates many questions about his motivations and techniques. For example,
why does Geoffrey even make this claim to a specifically Celtic source when such a source has
never been located? Such authorial choices suggest a specific rhetorical purpose beyond an
attempt to seem like an expert on the subject.

In continuing to analyze the text, it will also be imperative to examine this rhetorical purpose
in terms of audience and context. What is the relationship between the HRB and its Anglo-
Norman audience? More specifically, what was Geoffrey attempting to gain by composing a
British history for a Norman audience? Most importantly, if Geoffrey was hoping to impress the
ruling Normans, why would he focus so much attention on a specifically Welsh hero like Arthur?
Understanding the specific context and constraints of the time period and geographic location in
which Geoffrey is composing expose more about the author’s intent for his history.

The ultimate goal of this chapter is to reveal how this historical narrative feeds into the
grander narrative of national identity. How are cultural identities represented in the work? How
does the narrative work as a piece of early English nationalism? How does it formulate English
identity within the contemporary climate of its conception? Geoffrey aims to create a unique
brand of British history, but not solely for the purposes of gaining a suitable patron. His highly-
fictionalized history of the conquering of the Britons reflects a desire to explain, justify, and
enhance the transformation of post-Conquest England.

Chapter 2: Translating and Transforming Arthurian Historiography in Lasamon’s Brut

Historical writings of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries could easily be divided into

Arthurian and non-Arthurian texts. Tracing the influence of Geoffrey’s HRB on historical
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narratives, the second chapter of my dissertation focuses on another Arthurian history. Wace
responded to the popularity of Geoffrey’s HRB by translating and expanding the work into his
own verse history, Roman de Brut!! [1150-55], written in the Norman language. The project was
completed by 1155, after King Stephen’s reign ended. Wace’s work was used as a source for the
Middle English Brut.1? Composed sometime between 1185 and 1216, Lazamon’s Brut is the only
text in my study composed outside of the reign of King Stephen. However, both Wace’s and
Lazamon’s texts represent the transition from earlier forms of historical writing into the more
romantic traditions that followed Geoffrey’s HRB; in addition, the texts indicate a shift from
Latin-based writing into Middle English, a significant marker of the hybridized culture of Anglo-
Norman England.

Lazamon translated Wace’s Roman de Brut from the Norman language into an English poem
about British origins and history. Brut’s linguistic features are the most integral to an illustration
of the destruction of the borders between the two cultures. As Kenneth Tiller notes, “On the level
of translation, ... Lazamon establishes an implicit link between the territorial advances of the
Norman conquerors and the efforts of Anglo-Norman historical authors to translate English
historical texts and exposes the writing of history as a linguistic process, an act of translatio that
establishes its own legitimacy by appropriating the historical texts of others” (20). The history of
the Britons (Welsh), as represented in Geoffrey’s HRB, is used to further legitimize Norman rule.

The layers of historical influences and linguistic differences between the HRB, Roman de Brut,

11 This dissertation uses Judith Weiss’s 1999 edition and translation of the Roman de Brut. Full bibliographic
information can be found on the works cited page.

12 All quotations of the text will come from the British Museum MS. Cotton Caligula A.1X found online at Corpus
of Middle English Prose and Verse supported by the University of Michigan (full bibliographic information
available on the works cited page). As Barron and S. C. Weinberg’s edition and translation of Lasamon’s Brut or
Hystoria Brutonum make clear, the “generally high quality of the Caligula Text, presenting comparatively few
textual problems considering its length, suggests the scribe carefully reproduced the idiom of the original
composition,” making it ideal for use in this dissertation (ix). Translations of the text come from Barron and
Weinberg’s edition.
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and Brut make these texts prime examples of how histories of the period reflect the newly
hybridized culture of England, one which transcribes its history over the older historiography.
This chapter examines the process of translation and how the re-interpretation of Geoffrey’s
text embodies a new historical and cultural tradition for the period. In examining the work, I ask
questions regarding the author’s motivations, the linguistic features of the poem, and how the
contemporary political climate affected the composition of the work. In addition, | analyze how
this text fits into the historical tradition of its predecessors in the twelfth century. In these stories,
the figure of King Arthur transforms from the Welsh hero of a French text about British history
in Wace’s text into an English king in Lazamon’s Brut. The transformation of this specific
character and his court reflects the changing cultural environments in which each history was

composed.

Chapter 3: Henry of Huntingdon’s Historicizing of the Present

On the non-Arthurian side of history is Henry of Huntingdon, whose Historia Anglorum
(HA)® [1123-1154] so wholly avoids the exaggerations and fabrications of Geoffrey’s HRB that
the author returns to his work repeatedly throughout his lifetime to update and revise with new
historical data. Henry is particularly important to this study because of these revision to his HA,
which took place between 1129 and 1154. His work, therefore, should be more influenced by the
present, as changes in the political climate became more apparent when examining what is
revised, expanded, and edited in the history. Henry’s work is integral to understanding the
process of narrativizing history and illustrating how authorial preference can alter the recording
of history. Using primarily Bede and the ASC, Henry’s vision of history may tell a similar story

to that of Gaimar, who also uses the ASC, but my focus is on the divergences between these two

13 For the purposes of this chapter, I will be using Diana Greenway’s edition and translation of Henry’s Historia
Anglorum. Full bibliographic information can be found on the works cited page.
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historians, specifically their religious concerns. Henry’s HA creates historical order through
God’s judgement and punishment while Gaimar avoids ecclesiastical matters.

In an attempt to consider how Henry’s history contributes to the reworking of separate
British identities—Anglo-Saxon, Anglo-Norman, and Welsh—into the beginnings of
Englishness, this chapter focuses not only on how the author uses his sources to re-create the
narrative of British history from the Romans through the Norman colonization but also on how
ethnic distinctions are represented in the history. I also examine how the influences of Henry’s
familial, ethnic, and political background affect his imagining of British history and, ultimately,
English identity. His patron, Alexander of Blois (named in the dedicatory preface), should be
considered his primary audience, affecting the composition, themes, and tone of his work. His
influence is important to my investigation. Like Geoffrey, Henry remains faithful to the language
of the earlier historiographic tradition, but his use of Latin and religious morality to tell the
history of the island seem to alienate him from the vernacular traditions of other historical
writers. This chapter answers a few key research questions, including: What is the author’s
perspective on the Norman rulers, particularly the less successful ones, and the post-colonial
condition of Anglo-Norman England? Additionally, how does Henry historicize current events?
Chapter 4: Geffrei Gaimar’s Blending of History, Romance, and Cultural Identity

Gaimar’s Estoire de Engleis (Estoire)'* [1141-1150], while technically not focused on
Arthurian-based history because those parts did not survive, does show some of the French
romantic influences that can be noted in Geoffrey’s HRB. Thus far, there is more critical
attention paid to the language of Gaimar’s text than to the work’s contribution to the historical

tradition of the twelfth century. Estoire is “the oldest surviving work of historiography in the

1% For this chapter, I will be using Ian Short’s 2009 edition and translation of the Estoire des Engleis. See the works
cited page for full bibliographic information.
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French vernacular,” and the piece itself is part of a larger chronicle that is no longer available
(Short ix). Judging from the epilogue, Gaimar opened his history with an exploration of the
Trojan roots of the Britons, similar to the story given by Geoffrey of Monmouth. The rest of the
work is a verse interpretation of the ASC. In addition to the scant critical work on the Estoire,
little is known about the author himself, though we can make some assertions about his possible
educational background based upon the sources he uses. This chapter works with what evidence
is available about the author by examining his very specific audience for the Estoire.

As with the other historical texts in this dissertation, I claim that Gaimar’s Estoire offers a
post-colonial historiographic perspective on the Norman Conquest, which draws on not only the
earlier tradition of Anglo-Saxon history, the ASC, but also on the post-Norman romantic tradition
of Geoffrey’s HRB. The romance genre’s focus on the deeds of specific chivalric/heroic figures
and adventure is reflected in Gaimar’s construction of a narrative history from the chronological
events of the ASC. Gaimar’s history distinguishes itself from the other historical works of the
period by re-imagining the Anglo-Saxon history of England in the language and literary tradition
of the Normans. His use of the vernacular provides an opportunity to analyze the importance of
language in establishing and representing shifting political allegiances for those who were
dependent on the patronage of the Norman elite. In this chapter, | examine what contemporary
historical events may have influenced Gaimar’s history and how the post-colonial condition of
Anglo-Norman England may have been part of the reason for composing this history. Why does
Gaimar focus on particular figures, like Havelok the Dane, who do not figure so prominently in
other histories? What is distinctive about Gaimar’s position in Anglo-Norman England? What

affect does his French background have on the construction of his chronicle?
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Chapter 1 — Geoffrey’s History and Historia: The Function of a Pseudo-History

Any discussion regarding medieval historiography would be incomplete without at least
mentioning Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae (HRB). As Hanning puts it,
“Until the sixteenth (and in some quarters the seventeenth) century, British history was
Geoffrey’s Historia, expanded, excerpted, rhymed, combined, or glossed” (174). Geoffrey’s
HRB exemplifies the specific ability of twelfth-century historiographies to reflect cultural and
social change, as well as their contribution to the formation of British nationalism. The influence
of Geoffrey’s work on English historiography and the romantic tradition is well known among
scholars of medieval literature. Geoffrey’s claims for the history of Britain, while not divergent
from other origin stories, are blatantly implausible and raise serious questions about his
motivation and purposes. Accuracy in representation, however, is not integral to a study of the
literary qualities of a historical writing, nor is it a necessary part of pre-modern historiography.
In fact, the HRB’s most problematic characteristic, its fictional quality, demonstrates one of the
most compelling traditions of medieval historiography and reveals the author’s purpose.

Situated in a particularly tumultuous historical context,’® Geoffrey’s HRB participates in a
larger social objective to legitimize and glorify the origins and history of Britain’s inhabitants,
and thus provide some sense of British identity by narrativizing history, which entails taking the
chronological events of the past and creating a cohesive narrative with a specific rhetorical aim.
Geoffrey, like the other authors discussed in this dissertation, participated in the outpouring of
historical writings that started early in the twelfth century. While perhaps motivated by the same
social and political changes as writers like Henry of Huntingdon, Order Vitalis, or William of

Malmesbury, Geoffrey distinguished his history by situating it much farther back in time than

15 See section on the Civil War on page 38.
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any other historian, avoiding historicizing the present or even the recent past. As an insular
history, the HRB operates more deliberately as a nationalistic piece, highlighting the antiquarian
history of the Welsh (or Britons). Following the didactic model of Gildas’s De Excidio et
Conquestu Britanniae (DECB) and the mythological influences of Nennius’s Historia Brittonum
(HB), Geoffrey simultaneously glorifies and criticizes the Welsh who occupied both a literal and
figurative marginal space at the time Geoffrey composed his history from 1123 to 1139 (Reeve
vii).?® I contend that Geoffrey’s HRB represents nationalistic sentiments in the twelfth century,
placing ethnic, cultural, and national ties above ecclesiastical ones, which accounts for the vast
amount of fabrications Geoffrey added to the history of England. His historic representation of
British history is meant to add to the mythological value of the island for the Norman
conquerors, safely glorifying the ancient history of the Welsh within the narrative space of
history. In the end, Welsh identity, like that of any other conquered culture, is absorbed into the
larger narrative of the island’s history, representing the new pre-national state of England.

Geoffrey of Monmouth

Biographical information can indicate much about an author’s motivations, as his personal
context sometimes relates to or is affected by the political landscape of the period. In Geoffrey’s
case, education and upbringing provide contextual clues about the author’s underlying goals for
his HRB. Most of the little that is known about Geoffrey comes directly from what he tells us
about himself in his Prophetiae Merlini (PM), HRB, and Vita Merlini (VM).!” The most

definitive proof of Geoffrey’s existence comes from seven charters,*® dated from 1129 to 1151,

16 The years between the investiture of Alexander, to whom Geoffrey dedicated the Prophetiae Merlini (1135), as
bishop of Lincoln, and the earliest known copies of the manuscript.

7 The PM referred to is Caroline D. Eckhardt’s 1982 edition, and the VM is Basil Fulford Lowther Clarke’s 1973
edition. Full bibliographic information for both these texts is provided on the works cited page.

18 The seven charters are as follows: 1) the foundation charter of Oseney Abbey in 1129; 2) “a charter at St. John's
College, Oxford, in which Robert D'Oilley confirms to the secular canons of St. George's in the Castle of Oxford
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which bear the signature of a witness named Galfridus Artur (Salter 383-84). From this
evidence, Geoffrey’s physical presence in Oxford can be reasonably verified, or at least the
presence of someone with the same name. But the existence of manuscripts of HRB, VM, and
PM originating in Oxford at the same time that these charters are signed by someone with the
same name strongly suggests that the historian is the very same Galfridus Artur. In addition, his
signature, Geoffrey Arthur, seems to verify that his father’s name was Arthur, which Geoffrey
would have “used as young man until his own professional identity became secure” (Curley 2).
Arthur was a much more common name in Brittany than in Wales, adding to speculation that at
least his father was Breton (Lloyd 465). Wihenoc of Dol, a Breton, one of the lords of
Monmouth, founded the town’s Benedictine Priory in 1075, and the town eventually fell under
the jurisdiction of Robert, Earl of Gloucester, one of the dedicatees of the HRB, during
Geoffrey’s lifetime (Curley 1-2). Geoffrey’s family may have been related to Wihenoc, possibly
influencing their decision to settle in Monmouth.

The charters at Oxford offer interesting clues about the author. Geoffrey signed the Oxford
charters with the title magister. This title indicates that Geoffrey had a specific occupation in
Oxford: “While Oxford at this time did not yet possess a university, lectures by this date are
known to have been given there by Theobald of Etampes, who also used the title magister, as
early as 1101-17....The title magister probably indicated that Geoffrey taught in one of the
Oxford clerical schools of the day” (Curley 2). Geoffrey’s title suggests that he was in a position

of authority in Oxford and permitted to teach, especially the liberal arts. As a magister, Geoffrey

gifts of land in Walton”; 3) one in which Walter excuses Godstow Abbey from certain payments to the archdiocese
in January of 1139; 4) another gift of land in Shillingford by Walter; 5) Walter’s agreement that the church of St.
Giles in Oxford should be tithing the new Church (Godstow) around 1150; 6) one grant of land that has Geoffrey
signing as episcopus or bishop; 7) and the final charter affirming Robert de Chesney as bishop-elect in 1151 (Salter
383-384).
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would have been educated and would have had access to various historical texts to build his
knowledge of medieval historiography. In fact, his time in Oxford and signature on these charters
suggests that “Geoffrey belonged to a close-knit group of scholars, prelates, and noblemen
connected to Lincoln and Oxford, and that among these were men such as Alexander of Lincoln
and Archdeacon Walter of Oxford, who cultivated a taste for history and had access to books”
(Curley 2-3). Alexander of Blois, Bishop of Lincoln [1123-1148], would be a motivating force
in Geoffrey’s PM and VM, but Walter had the most significant influence on the HRB.

Geoffrey’s signature on the seven charters appears alongside that of Walter, Archdeacon of
Oxford [d.1151]. According to the Dictionary of National Biography, Walter was “a canon of the
collegiate church of St. George within the castle Oxford, and according to the Oseney Abbey
chronicle he was successful in claiming for his own collegiate body the rights over the church of
St. Mary Magdalene” (Stephen 250). Geoffrey’s early education may have been in a Benedictine
church in Monmouth, but it is as a secular canon of Saint George’s College,® an Augustinian
school, that he composed his HRB, PM, and VM. At this time, “Oxford and Lincoln were
undoubtedly important urban networks through which books and information were constantly
passing and where enterprising authors could find patrons and colleagues™ (Curley 3). Despite
the increased number of books and manuscripts in Oxford and Lincoln, accessibility would have
still been a problem for a young scholar like Geoffrey without the influence of friends and
patrons like Alexander of Lincoln and Archdeacon Walter. Geoffrey’s involvement with Walter

is especially important to an examination of the context in which his HRB was composed. As

19 According to the Dictionary of National Biography, “Most agree in counting him among the canons of the church
of St. George in Oxford Castle. He witnessed charters in the company of another canon, Walter, archdeacon of
Oxford, and appears among the witnesses to an alleged charter of Robert d'Oilly in favour of the canons of St
George's. Although this latter document has been shown to be a forgery, Geoffrey's association with St George's
should not be dismissed. Osney and Thame, two of the three institutions whose documents Geoffrey witnessed,
enjoyed the patronage of the d'Oilly family, founders and patrons of St George's” (Stephen 251).
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Geoffrey refers to Walter specifically in the HRB, Walter’s interest in history and his ability to
access books (even rare ones) offer a partial rationale for Geoffrey’s historical undertaking. The
opportunity to explore historical avenues (like the history of the Welsh) mostly ignored by other
contemporary historians, such as William of Malmesbury and Henry of Huntingdon, provided
Geoffrey with a unique historical vision that would allow him to stand apart from his peers, as |
argue below.

The charters give supportable data on Geoffrey’s time in Oxford and relationship to Walter,
and his position in the clerical institution as a magister as well as a Bishop of St. Asaph. A less
supportable claim made by Geoffrey, or sometimes by scholars, is the author’s ethnic
background. A most significant detail in Geoffrey’s works is that the author calls himself
Galfridus Monemutensis and, in his prologue to the HRB, claims that he is given an old book
written in the British language by Walter, Archdeacon of Oxford, and tasked with translating it
into Latin. John Gillingham claims that, as the author titles himself Galfridus Monemutensis, he
is clearly labeling himself as “of Monmouth” and composing a seemingly nationalistic piece for
the Welsh and is, therefore, of a Welsh ethnicity (“Contexts™ 104). Other scholars, particularly J.
S. P. Tatlock, contend that Geoffrey was of Breton paternity (443). In addition to the arguments
regarding Geoffrey and his father’s decidedly Breton name, Tatlock contends, “It is doubtful he
would have been given a Welsh see, especially one regarded as an English outpost, had he been a
Welshman, even a well-affected Welshman” (443). With the threat of more Welsh uprisings, it
is unlikely that Geoffrey would have been placed in close proximity to Wales if he had been a

Welshman.

20 Welsh forces took advantage of the succession dispute when Stephen took the throne from Matilda and battled
against the Normans to reclaim lands lost during the Conquest in the Battle of LIwchwr (or Gower) in 1136.
Stephen’s forces were unable to defeat the Welsh, and this successful military campaign inspired other rebellions.
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The name itself implies a specific affinity with the area of Monmouth. Geoffrey’s familiarity
with the area of Monmouthshire (one of the only geographical regions depicted accurately in the
HRB?) implies he was most likely born and raised in and around Monmouth. Michael Curley’s
text Geoffrey of Monmouth even suggests that the author may have been “educated in the
Monmouth priory, and may possibly be ‘Geoffrey the scribe’ (Gaulfridus scriba) to whom a
Monmouth charter makes mention around 11207 (2). This Benedictine priory, which was
“dedicated in 1101 and ... given to the Benedictine abbey of Saint Florent de Saumur, 35 miles
west of Tours,” would have greatly affected the way Geoffrey spent his early years (Curley 2).
The Rule of Saint Benedict (Regula Benedicti) created a model of behavior, prayer, community,
and even the regulation of time usage. The order stressed the importance of obedience, humility,
contemplation, sacred study, and self-sufficiency. Whether or not Geoffrey was this specific
scribe, his education and life in Monmouth would have prepared him for his next destination,
Oxford.

Examining the scant evidence regarding what is known about Geoffrey’s historical context
provides a much clearer picture of the author. Growing up in Monmouth, which bordered Welsh
territory, would have exposed Geoffrey to at least four distinct cultures—Breton, Welsh,
Norman, and Saxon. As Faletra points out, “The Breton and Welsh languages, moreover, were
sufficiently similar (though not completely mutually comprehensible) to allow some limited
types of communication between them” (History 10). This environment would have contributed
to Geoffrey’s familiarity with Welsh mythology and the customs of the people, although it would

not necessarily mean that he ever considered himself a Welshman or that he even understood the

2L Tatlock’s The Legendary History of Britain describes the geographical Britain presented by Geoffrey, focusing on
the author’s propensity to mislabel and misidentify areas, except for areas near Monmouth. Curley’s Geoffrey of
Monmouth also makes the assertion that Geoffrey was raised in Monmouth and probably educated in the area as
well. See the works cited page for bibliographic information on both texts.
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language. But what most of these perspectives on his ethnicity fail to consider is that, more than
a Welshman or a Breton, Geoffrey was an opportunist. The fact that Geoffrey claims a
specifically Welsh background signifies the importance of this lineage (even an appropriated
lineage) to the work, but only in so far as it gains him some kind of special authorial access to
the ancient history of the Welsh. As a Welshman, it is only fitting and proper that he should be
tasked with translating the history of his own people into Latin, taking a vernacular text
accessible only to the few literate Welsh and transforming Welsh history into British history. The
text makes clear that his sympathy for the Britons turns to contempt for their unworthy
successors, the Welsh; yet, | find his treatment of these ethnic groups to be merely a way of
soliciting a Norman patron. As | argue in the following sections, Geoffrey’s devotion lies mostly
to the Norman aristocracy and the establishment of an Anglo-Norman England, not to rekindling
the Welsh race or inciting ethnic pride amongst his “fellow” Welshmen.

Geoffrey’s Motivation

This limited biographical information is somewhat supplemented by the author’s perspective
on his historical narrative and the persona he projects through his writing. Looking at what
Geoffrey says about his specific motivation for composing the HRB is particularly intriguing.
The prologue to the HRB is the first place in which Geoffrey tries to firmly establish his work as
a history. Geoffrey starts with an attempt to build some authority with his audience. His prologue
attempts to declare the purity of his intentions:

Cum mecum multa et de multis saepius animo reuoleuens in hystoriam regum Britannie
inciderem, in mirum contuli quod infra mentionem quam de eis Gildas et Beda luculento
tractatu fecerant nichil de regibus qui ante incarnationem Christi inhabitaurent, nichil

etiam de Arturo ceterisque compluribus qui post incarnationem successerunt repperissem,
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cum et gesta eorum digna aeternitate laudis constarent et multis populis quasi inscripta

iocunde et memoriter praedicentur. (Prologue 1-2.1-7.5) %
Geoffrey is complimentary of his predecessors and their “fine work™ but points out a deficiency
in the historiography of England. The absence of any early recorded history or references to
Arthur supports Geoffrey’s assertion that there is a need for a British history, one that he is most
equipped to complete. A number of praise-worthy individuals remain unacknowledged in the
surviving histories of England, although Geoffrey is quick to point out that their deeds are so
well known that they must have been written down.

This assertion ably sets up his claim to a British source: “Talia michi et de talibus multociens
cogitanti optulit Walterus Oxenefordensis archidiaconus, uir in oratoria arte atque in exoticis
hystoriis eruditus, quendam Britannici sermonis librum uetustissimum qui a Bruto primo rege
Britonum usque ad Cadualadrum filium Caudallonis actus omnium continue et ex ordine
perpulcris orationibus proponebat” (Prologue 2.7-12.5). 2 The source not only perfectly fills the
perceived gap in British history, it is also written in the vernacular, which should strengthen its
credibility to the reader. A British history written in the British tongue implies that the author
was personally invested in the historical events, perhaps even a witness to some. The authority of
the anonymous author is what Geoffrey hopes to claim as the translator of the text while also

eluding any accusations of historical inaccuracy since he is not the original author.

22 \While my mind was often pondering many things in many ways, my thoughts turned to the history of the kings of
Britain, and | was surprised that, among the references to them in the fine works of Gildas and Bede, | had found
nothing concerning the kings who lived here before Christ’s Incarnation, and nothing about Arthur and the many
others who succeeded after it, even though their noble deeds were worthy of eternal praise and are proclaimed by
many people as if they had been entertainingly and memorably written down. (Prologue 1-2.4)

23| frequently thought the matter over in this way until Walter archdeacon of Oxford, a man skilled in the rhetorical
arts and in foreign histories, brought me a very old book in the British tongue, which set out in excellent style a
continuous narrative of all their deeds from the first king of the Britons, Brutus, down to Cadualadrus, son of
Caduallo. (Prologue 2.4)
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Geoffrey’s preface mentions Bede and Gildas as sources for his work, although they are not
utilized explicitly in the HRB. Geoffrey claims that the HRB is merely a translation of a British
book: “Rogatu itaque illius ductus, tametsi infra alienos ortulos falerata uerba non collegerim,
agresti tamen stilo propiisque calamis contentus codicem illum in Latinum sermonem transferre
curaui; nam si ampullosis dictionibus paginam illinissem, taedium lengetibus ingererem, dum
magis in exponendis uerbis quam in historia intelligenda ipsos commorari oporteret” (Prologue
2.12-17.5).%* Geoffrey seems to have noble aspirations as simply a “translator” of the text and
not the writer of a British history. He attempts to present himself as not only a humble servant of
the British people (in translating and transcribing their history) but also a practical writer who
does not want to confuse his readers. This is a false kind of humility, however, as Geoffrey
seemingly fabricates his source.

It is possible that there was no “British book.” Geoffrey Ashe, in examining Geoffrey’s
claims from a modern and not a medieval perspective, notes, “There are no extant copies of the
book, or even fragments of it, and Geoffrey’s claim as it stands is quite inadmissible” (10).
However, the lack of extant copies of the manuscript is not compelling enough evidence for
Michael Curley, who believes that the involvement of Walter, archdeacon of Oxford, through the
invocation of his name in the prologue, precludes the possibility of such a lie. Curley claims:

The office of archdeacon was a very public one, exposing its holder to contact with many
people, including the learned. It is unthinkable that Geoffrey was playing a hoax without

Walter’s knowledge. Did they cook up the story of the ancient book together? This seems

2 Though | have never gathered showy words from the gardens of others, | was persuaded by his request to translate
the book into Latin in a rustic style, reliant on my own reed pipe; had | larded my pages with bombastic terms, |
would tire my readers with the need to linger over understanding my words rather than following my narrative.
(Prologue.2.4)
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unlikely. Both men were too much in the public eye and too dependent on the will of
others to risk being unmasked and exposed to ridicule. (12)
And still, there are many current scholars who agree with Rosemary Morris: “Geoffrey’s ex
nihilo creation of a complete biography of Arthur is an ineffably important achievement™ (13).

It seems Geoffrey’s veracity was also questioned by his own contemporaries. In his
Itinerarium Cambriae, Gerald of Wales mocks Geoffrey for his blatantly fictional history by
including a humorous scene in which a man is tortured by demons when a copy of the HRB is
placed upon him. William of Newburgh also scorns the notion that Geoffrey’s history could be
considered factual, comparing him unfavorably to the venerable Bede:

Hac cum juxta historicam veritatem a venerabili Beda expositam constet ese rata; cuncta,
que home ille de Arturo et ejus successoribus vel, post VVortegirnum, praedecessoribus
scriber curavit, partim ab ipso, partim et ab aliis constat esse conficta; sive effrenta
menntiendi libidine; sive etiam gratia placendi Britonibus, quorum plurimi tam bruti esse
feruntur, ut adhue Arturum tanquam ventururm exspectare dicantur, eumque mortuum
nec audire patiantur. (6) %
Since there is no surviving manuscript of this British book, there is no way to verify the work;
although, the fact that very little of what Geoffrey composes can be found in other sources
suggests that much of the work is fabricated or comes from a very unique volume that has been
lost. Geoffrey is not drawing from the authority of established historians, and this is probably the

reason he employs such humility in this prologue. In fact, Geoffrey’s staged humility allows him

%5 Now, since it is evident that these facts are established with historical authenticity by the venerable Bede, it
appears that whatever he [Geoffrey] has written, subsequent to Vortigern, either of Arthur, or his successors, or
predecessors, is a fiction, invented either by himself or by others, and promulgated either through an unchecked
propensity to falsehood, or a desire to please the Britons, of whom vast numbers are said to be so stupid as to assert
that Arthur is yet to come, and who cannot bear to hear of his death. [from Hans Claude Hamilton’s edition, see
works cited for full bibliographic information.]
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to gain the goodwill of his audience, a common medieval rhetorical trope known as captatio
benevolentiae. Giving due deference to both Walter and his historical predecessors adds to
Geoffrey’s ethos, making him a more reliable and credible author for the reader.

Regardless of how fictionalized the history may seem to a modern audience, medieval
authors and audiences had a clear understanding of the difference between historia and fabula.
Medieval historians regarded historia as an accurate narrative, one that was beholden to
truthfully representing the events of the past as they transpired. However, “truth” was established
in a different way, most often relying on auctoritas, “the prestige and cultural acceptance of
major texts” (Otter, “Functions” 109). Fabula, a tale or story, was the realm of the poet, not the
historian. Problems arise when ascribing Geoffrey’s work to the genre of historia due to his
claimed source for the HRB. But Geoffrey’s prologue actually lacks the support of auctoritas.
Not using an acknowledged major text, like Bede or Gildas, hurts his authority as an author. But
he makes attempts to reclaim that authority through his ability to create a history greater than the
“source” he claims to translate.

Geoffrey employs a particularly clever rhetorical move in denying himself the credit for
authoring this history by taking on the role of translator. He can accept the glory for his work in
“discovering” this history and translating it while simultaneously deflecting the blame for any
fabrications in the text, which can be ascribed to the original author and not to Geoffrey. In fact,
the way in which Geoffrey plays with both fact and fiction throughout his narrative draws
attention to the inherent fictionality of historical narratives. As Kimberly Bell points out,
historical narratives are creative constructions built around the author’s manipulation of the
reader’s idea of history as well as his source material, which makes the process inherently more

fiction than fact (15).
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Because Geoffrey very specifically claims that his work is a translation, this process of
translation (whether or not it actually took place) carries great symbolic meaning for the purpose
of the HRB. Warren claims, “Like memory and forgetting in etymology, translation remaps
historical knowledge to reflect a change in relations of domination. Translation actively engages
the boundaries of identity because it shuttles between differences and near-resemblances. In
colonial encounters, translation can enhance power differences and thus reinforce the boundaries
that support domination” (12). The unfamiliar, the history as recounted in its native language, is
made both familiar and different through translation. The history of the Britons becomes
overtaken by the new political structures of the period, moving them from the British tongue to
Latin, the language of the educated, symbolizing the shift of power from one cultural mode to
another. Geoffrey claims to be taking a piece of history written in Welsh and translating it into a
medium that can be understood by his Norman audience. In doing so, he highlights the cultural
diaspora following the Norman Conquest by creating a Norman history out of the British past,
but Geoffrey’s authorial choices raise the question of why he would choose to focus his history
on the subjugated Welsh instead of the Norman conquerors or even the English. His focus on
British history indicates a preoccupation with the distant past.

The Dedication

The claims the author makes about himself and his motivations are revealing but are not as
telling as the individuals listed in the dedication that follows these words. The dedication of this
history to possible patrons suggests that Geoffrey was influenced by specific historical figures
and contemporary events and was seeking some preferment from whoever might be willing. The
extant copies of the manuscript show five variations on the dedication, including Robert of

Gloucester [ca. 1100-1147]; Waleran, Count of Meulan [1104-1166]; King Stephen; a nameless
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individual; and one without a dedication at all.?® Reeve claims, “The dedication to Stephen and
Robert, however, is a clumsy adjustment found in one manuscript (no. 15)....Either, then, the
original dedication was the one to Robert alone, found in 129 manuscripts, and Geoffrey
augmented it with three sentences addressed to Waleran, or it was the joint dedication found in
ten manuscripts...and he reduced it by dropping those sentences” (ix-x). To that end, Reeve’s
2007 edition of the text contains the following dedication:
Opusculo igitur meo, Roberte dux Claudiocestriae, faueas, ut sic te doctore te monitore
corrigatur quod non ex Galfridi Monemutensis fonticulo censeatur exortum sed sale
mineruae generauit, quem philopsophia liberalibus artibus erudiuit, quem innata probitas
in militia militibus praefecit; unde Britannia tibi nunc temporibus nostris ac si alterum
Henricum adepta interno congratulatur affectu. (Prologue 3.17-23.5) 2
Faletra’s 2008 edition of the HRB includes a dedication that can be found in one extant Latin
manuscript: “Therefore, King Stephen of England, accept my little book and let it be set aright
by your learning and probity so that it may no longer be considered the work of Geoffrey of
Monmouth but instead the product of your own sagacity” (41). These dedications are very
similar other than the change in the names. In his 1984 edition of the HRB, Neil Wright notes,
“Stephen visited Oxford, where Geoffrey was probably working, in 1136. Griscom suggested

that Geoffrey seized this opportunity to present a copy of his work to the king, hastily revising

26 The manuscripts that start with the description of the island are nos. 1, 4, 5, 67, 68, 70, 106, 110, 143, and 163,
and those that begin with the narrative are nos. 41, 69, 86, 132, 140, 142, 178, and 200. A dedication to Robert alone
can be found in 3 of 129 manuscripts. A joint dedication to Robert and Waleran can be found in 4, nos. 39, 48, 49,
107, 128, 134,136, 170, 197, and 199. All information on the manuscripts’ different dedications can be found in
Reeve’s edition of the HRB.

2" Therefore, earl Robert of Gloucester, look favourably on my little work: let it be corrected by your instruction and
advice so that it does not seem to have arisen from Geoffrey of Monmouth’s slight stream but, duly seasoned with
the genius of your wit, is called the product of the illustrious king Henry’s son, whom philosophy has nurtured in the
liberal arts, and whose natural valour has made him a commander of knights in battle; hence the island of Britain
now congratulates herself on gaining in you a Henry reborn for our time. (Prologue 3.4)
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the existing dedication (that to Robert and Waleran)” (xv). The fact that only one copy of the
Stephen dedication still exists suggests that Wright may be correct. Stephen would have been
present in Oxford on a number of occasions while Geoffrey was composing his history and
making copies of it for distribution, which would also support this position. The chance to
impress the reigning king with a dedication would have been a great opportunity for Geoffrey,
and as we can see from his shifting allegiances in the dedication, Geoffrey was willing to alter
the dedication as necessary. This is not an unusual practice for a historian at the time, but it
definitely indicates that Geoffrey did not favor either Matilda or Stephen in this conflict.

Regardless of to whom the book is dedicated, the choices for these dedications are especially
important to my argument. King Stephen and Robert of Gloucester, Matilda’s illegitimate half-
brother, were two major figures in a turbulent civil war between the rightful heir to King Henry
I’s throne, Empress Matilda, and her cousin, King Stephen. The unfolding of these historical
events, during Geoffrey’s own lifetime, provides a necessary avenue of analysis to understanding
Geoffrey’s historical writing. The political events of this period, following the cultural upheaval
of the Norman Conquest, illuminate possible social motivations for the author and his text. In
playing both sides of the nineteen-year civil war, Geoffrey could better situate himself to gain
notoriety and patronage as a British historian.

Civil War: The Context of the HRB

Written after the Norman invasion, the HRB represents a departure from the ecclesiastical
histories of Bede and Gildas, which focused most of their attention on the English and their
conversion, as it seems to take aim at the specific cultural situation in Britain after the Norman
colonization of England. The Norman Conquest changed the political and social landscape of

England as the Anglo-Saxon aristocracy was replaced by the Anglo-Normans. As Hanning
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points out, historians in the twelfth century dealt with the Norman invasion in various ways,
“From one point of view, then, the Normans are God’s chosen people—the latest heirs of Israel,
and the successors in national-ecclesiastical history.... From another point of view, one provided
by classical history and rhetoric, the Normans are imperial repressors of English liberty” (128).
The variety of responses to this change is exhibited in the histories of the twelfth century.
Geoffrey’s HRB tiptoes on the line between these two historical visions, creating a historical
narrative that omits the Normans and yet is continually concerned with issues of legitimacy and
succession, as well as conquest and repression, topics his contemporary audience would clearly
associate with the Normans. While the Saxons are the invading force that end this British history,
their conquest can be seen as a foreshadowing of Norman rule in the eleventh century.

The Norman Invasion of 1066 may have been part of the motivation for the HRB, but more
contemporary events probably had a greater impact on its composition. King Henry 1, son of
William the Conqueror, had two surviving children from his marriage, Matilda and William
Adelin [1103-1120]. Matilda married Henry V [1081-1125], the Holy Roman Emperor,
becoming Empress Matilda. After her first husband’s death, she married Geoffrey, Count of
Anjou[1113-1151], and had three sons. Unfortunately, her younger brother died, before his
father, in the White Ship tragedy on November 25, 1120.28 William’s early death led to problems
with the line of succession. Henry had his doubts about Matilda’s ability to rule, mostly for fear
that her husband would rule alongside her. An apparent “frontier dispute which had lately soured
relations” between Henry and his son-in-law is often seen as the cause of this mistrust (Crouch

30). Before he died, King Henry did, however, attempt to guarantee the succession of Matilda to

28 The White Ship was offered to Henry | to return to England from Barfleur in Normandy. Although Henry declined
to sail on the vessel, he had some of his retinue use the ship, including his son, William, and two of his illegitimate
children, Richard of Lincoln and Matilda Fitzroy. The ship hit a submerged rock and sank, killing all but two
passengers. The sinking of the White Ship left Henry without a legitimate male heir.
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the throne: “On 1 January 1127 all the assembled magnates swore to support the Empress’s
succession to England and Normandy conditional on the king’s death without further legitimate
male children” (Crouch 25). These “assembled magnates,” which would have included Matilda’s
cousin and Henry’s nephew Stephen of Blois,? swore to accept Matilda as the rightful heir if
Henry produced no more male children. However, once Henry died in December of 1135,
Matilda did not receive what was promised to her in that earlier meeting. Indeed, Crouch
remarks on the hesitancy among the aristocracy to accept Matilda as the legitimate heir (33). The
fact that Matilda was a woman may have been the cause for some anxiety among the Norman
aristocracy; she would have been the first ruling female in England. As a result, Matilda found
herself without any support for her claim to the throne, other than from her husband and some
Welsh rebels.*

Matilda’s competition for the kingship of England, Stephen, spent much of his time at his
uncle’s court as Count of Blois, Mortain, and eventually Boulogne with his wife, Matilda (not
Stephen’s cousin and rival), Countess of Boulogne. Following Henry’s death, Stephen was the
closest in proximity to England (Matilda and Geoffrey were in Anjou while Stephen was in
Boulougne) and quickly crossed the Channel. He garnered enough support from the nobles to
supplant Matilda as the new King of England and was crowned at Westminster on December 22,
1135. Despite this event, a civil war [1135-1154] erupted between King Stephen and Matilda.
This conflict did not end until Stephen’s death and the succession of Matilda’s son, Henry II

[1133-1189], in 1154. Early on in the rebellion, Matilda lacked the military support to adequately

29 Stephen was the grandson of William | [1028-1087], son of Stephen I, Count of Blois [1045-1102], and Adela of
Normandy [1067-1137]

30 Welsh forces joined the Angevin revolt as the civil unrest made it possible for them to recover lands lost in the
Norman Conquest. The Welsh marshes were the location of many skirmishes and battles between Stephen’s forces
and Matilda’s.
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challenge Stephen, but in 1138 she received the support of her half-brother, Henry I’s
illegitimate son, Robert of Gloucester. The entirety of King Stephen’s reign was marked by
instability and violence, as referenced in the Introduction to this dissertation.

These historical events comprise the political and social context in which the HRB was
composed. Geoffrey lived and worked in areas that would have been specifically affected by
both the Norman Conquest and the subsequent civil war between Stephen and Matilda. Oxford,
where he signed the seven charters, was the site of major political moves by King Stephen.
Curley writes, “King Stephen held council at Oxford during the summer of 1139 and there
arrested Alexander, bishop of Lincoln...among others” (3). Alexander was part of Geoffrey’s
close-knit group of scholars and colleagues at Oxford, who encouraged Geoffrey to write about
Merlin and his prophecies, which earned Alexander a reference in the Preface to the PM:
“Nondum autem ad hunc locum historiae perueneram cum de Merlino diuulgator rumore
compellebant me undique contemporanei mei prophetias ipsius edere, maxime autem Alexander
Lincolniensis episcopus, uir summae religionis et prudentiae” (Preface 109.1-4.143).3! In
addition, Stephen besieged Matilda in Oxford Castle in December of 1142 (Curley 3). Occurring
three years into the war, the siege of Oxford Castle was an important event in the dispute
between the two relations; Stephen had a tactical advantage in trapping Matilda in Oxford Castle.
Had Matilda not escaped to Wallingford before Christmas, the siege would have been the turning
point or even the final battle in the war. Such disruptions and warfare in a city like Oxford
display the great chaos and turmoil of the civil war. The charters indicate that Geoffrey resided

in Oxford during this time, and it is very likely that he witnessed the unfolding of this battle,

31 Before | had reached this point in my history, news of Merlin spread and | was being pressed to publish his
prophecies by all my contemporaries, and particularly by Alexander bishop of Lincoln, a man of the greatest piety
and wisdom. (Preface 109.1-4.142)
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which would have shaped his vision of British history. Family disputes and questions of
legitimacy would have been at the forefront of the historian’s mind as he watched the newly
formed Anglo-Norman kingdom being torn asunder by this period of civil war. This
preoccupation with civil disputes becomes evident when Geoffrey displays the treachery
inflicted on his most famous king, Arthur, at the hands of his nephew, as explored below.

Geoffrey’s dedications indicate a specific Norman audience for the HRB, Robert of
Gloucester or King Stephen, during a turbulent civil war; they suggest that part of Geoffrey’s
concern is the idea of regnal legitimacy. However, a man in Geoffrey’s position would have been
aware of the danger in outwardly declaring his allegiance to either Matilda or Stephen as the
rightful heir. Being on the wrong side of this debate (or rather, on the side that ultimately loses
the conflict) would have seriously damaged the career he was working so hard to establish and
could have threatened his life. In this situation, Geoffrey avoids the discussion and adopts a
stance of neutrality through his multiple dedications.

Yet, without declaring a favorite side in this civil dispute, Geoffrey creatively injects these
questions of legitimacy and lineage into his British history. The fact that Matilda’s cousin, her
father’s nephew, stakes a claim to the throne despite having no legitimate claim to the throne is
mirrored in the HRB by the familial and regnal dispute that destroys Arthur’s reign and leads to
the slow decline of the British people. The major disputes that cause the most damage to the
Britons’ security are domestic ones, especially that of Modred, who usurps his uncle’s throne and
incestuously attempts to marry his aunt. Instances of betrayal happen quite often in the HRB, like
Vortigern and Constans, but instances of familial betrayal seem to hold more weight. Arthur’s

death at the hands of his nephew in Book XI signals a shift in the portrayal of the Britons and the
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end of British rule. The decision to focus so much attention on familial betrayal was surely
Geoffrey’s commentary on the dynastic politics of his day.

In addition, we can see Geoffrey targeting his Norman audience through the choice of the
Britons for his history. The Normans could be easily connected with the Bretons, descendants of
the Britons, to undermine Gildas’ vision of the Britons as weak and disloyal people. The
Normans are definitely of Scandinavian origins, but their proximity to Brittany and the Bretons,
another Celtic race, could be an indication that Geoffrey wants the Normans to see themselves in
the Britons, allowing them to align their origins with the early noble beginnings of the Britons. In
extending the reign of the Britons in England, Geoffrey could reconstruct the vision of the
Britons, connecting them to the heroic figures of the past and legitimizing their greatness.
However, the HRB reads more like a narrative of failure, recounting the glorious rise and tragic
fall of an ethnic group unable to sustain its hold on the island. In this way, instead of adding to
the Welsh sense of pride, the failure of the Britons and their Welsh ancestors could actually work
to quell the anti-Welsh anxiety of the Normans through the representation of the Welsh as a
thoroughly defeated group and could serve as a warning to the currently ruling Normans.

Geoffrey’s Sources

The opening of the HRB displays Geoffrey’s familiarity with the major historical writers of
medieval Britain. He specifically mentions the work of Bede and Gildas. Bede’s Historia
ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum (HEGA) begins with the Britons’ loss of the island to the Saxons,
but it is mostly concerned with the Christian conversion of the Saxon pagans. Geoffrey is not
particularly interested in ecclesiastical matters and sets his history in the ancient past, so Bede is
not really a crucial source for his history. Gildas’ De Excidio et Conquestu Britanniae (DECB) is

less a history and more an exploration of the faults and perfidy of the Britons, ending with the
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tragedy of the conquest of the Britons at the hands of the barbarous Anglo-Saxons as a
punishment from God. Of the earlier medieval histories available to Geoffrey, as Francis
Ingledew indicates, Nennius’s HB is considered an unacknowledged source for the HRB. All of
these texts attempt to allocate some genealogical right to the territory of Britain for the Britons.
And yet, even these histories cannot be claimed as the primary source of information for
Geoffrey’s incredibly intricate historical tale. Geoffrey may have built on the models of earlier
medieval historiography, but the content of the HRB appears uniquely his own. In a single
paragraph recounting the different medieval sources that Geoffrey occasionally referenced in his
work, Tatlock contends, “It is evident...how little Geoffrey owed to his predecessors” (4).

Geoffrey’s project could have easily followed the model set forth by Gildas and openly
upbraided the Welsh for their sinful descent into submission. As Tatlock contends, Geoffrey’s
goal may have been to obtain some personal notoriety or pecuniary reward for his efforts, but his
treatment of British history suggests a political and ethnic motivation (425-26). His history
complicates the position of the Welsh, creating a formidable opponent for the Anglo-Saxons.
Before recounting the inglorious fall of the Britons into their lowly state, Geoffrey works to build
up their reputation, legitimizing their reign as a natural consequence of their dynastic roots.
Because he is mostly concerned with shaping the narrative to show their eventual ignominious
slide into the current barbarous state, he must make the contrast between their ancient past and
contemporary future (their present) all the more extreme. In this way, he can argue that even the
most impressive political and ethnic regimes can fall.

Legitimacy and the Welsh

With scant information taken from the traditional models of British historiography,

Geoffrey’s history distinguishes itself from the start by providing the “true” origins of the British
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people. After briefly describing the geography of England, Geoffrey begins Book I: “Aeneas
post Troianum bellum excidium urbis cum Ascanio filio diffugiens Italiam nauigio
adiuit...Denique, suprema die ipsiuis superueniente, Ascanius, regia potestate sublimatus,
condidit Albam super Tyberim genuitque filium cui nomen erat Siluius” (1.6.48-54.7). 32 Silvius,
the grandson of Aeneas, becomes the father of a character who seems to be completely of
Geoffrey’s own imagining—Brutus. The origin of the future founder of Britain is closely tied
with the Ancient Greek story of Oedipus: “Certitudine ergo rei comperta, dixerunt magi ipsam
grauidam esse puero qui patrem et matrem interficeret, pluribus quoque terris in exilium
peragratis ad summum tandem culmen honoris perueniret. Nec fefellit eos uaticinium suum”
(1.6.57-60.7-9). % The unborn child is already endowed with a prophecy and prestige as well as
an impressive lineage, which he will transmit to his people, the Britons. Before Geoffrey’s HRB,
the only text to ascribe some genealogical origins to the Britons was the HB (Ingledew 677).
The Trojan origins of the British people, while highly fictitious, reflect Geoffrey’s desire to
create a larger contrast between the Britons and their unworthy inheritors, the Welsh. In addition,
Geoffrey’s origin story implies that genealogy is a kind of destiny. Brutus is a formidable figure
and the first in a long line of born leaders: “Diuulgata itaque per uniuersas nations ipsius fama,
Troiani coeperunt ad eum confluere, orantes ut ipso duce a seruitute Graecorum liberarentur,
quod leuiter fieri asserebant, cum in tantum iam infra patriam multiplicati essent ita ut septem
milia, exceptis paruulis et mulieribus, computarentur” (I 7.75-79.9). 3* He becomes a rallying

point for the surviving Trojans, continuing to expand the population while freeing them from

32 After the Trojan War Aeneas fled the devastated city with his son Ascanius and sailed to Italy... After Aeneas had
breathed his last, Ascanius succeeded him, built Alba by the Tiber and had a son named Silvius. (1.6.6)

33 Once they were certain, the magicians said that the girl was carrying a boy who would kill his father and mother,
wander many lands in exile and in the end receive the highest honor. Their prophecy was not made in vain. (1.6.6-8)
34 As Brutus’ fame spread through every land, Trojans began to flock to him, asking that he be their leader and free
them from their bondage to the Greeks; it would be a simple matter, they claimed, since their population in that land
had now grown to seven thousand, not counting women and children. (I 7.8)
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slavery. In Oedipal fashion, Brutus lives up to the prophecies of the magicians and mistakenly
kills his father, wanders aimlessly, and is eventually exiled. His greater destiny is revealed to him
when he prays at a temple of Diana and she proclaims:

Brute, sub occasu solis trans Gallica regna

insula in occeano est undique clausa mari;

insula in occeano est habitata gigantibus olim,

nunc deserta quidem, gentibus apta tuis.

Hanc pete; namque tibi sedes erit illa perhennis.

Hic fet natis altera Troi tuis.

Hic de prole tua reges nascentur, et ipsis

tocius terrae subditus orbis erit. (1.16.305-312.21) *°
This moment not only attempts to authenticate the nobility of British origins but also ties the
Britons into a larger dynastic future.

Indeed, when Geoffrey’s Brutus reaches the “altera Troy,” the account continues to make
improbable, but important, arguments about Britain: “Erat tunc nomen insulae Albion; quae a
nemine, exceptis paucis gigantibus, inhabitabatur...Denique Brutus de nomine suo insulam
Britanniam appellat sociosque suos Britones. VVolebat enim ex diriuatione nominis memoriam
haberer perpetuam. VVnde postmodum loquela gentis, quae prius Troiana siue curuum Graecum

nuncupabatur, dicta fuit Brittanica” (1.21.453-462.27-29).% In creating this hero, Geoffrey

35 Brutus, to the west, beyond the kingdom of Gaul, / lies an island of the ocean, surrounded by the sea; / an island of
the ocean, where once giants lived, / but now it is deserted and waiting for your people. / Sail to it; it will be your
home for ever. / It will furnish your children with a new Troy. / From your descendants will arise kings, who will be
masters of the whole world. (1.16.20)

% The island was at that time called Albion; it had no inhabitants save for a few giants. Brutus named the island
Britain after himself and called his followers Britons. He wanted to be remembered forever for giving them his
name. For this reason, the language of his people, previously called Trojan or ‘crooked Greek,” was henceforth
called British. (1.21.26-28)
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attempts an etymological link between his Britons and the classical tradition of Greece. Brutus
names his people the Britons and the island Britain so that he will never be forgotten. In addition,
Geoffrey claims the island is uninhabited, which is highly suspect due to its close proximity with
France, but it validates a pre-ordained ownership of the island by the Britons. These auspicious
beginnings for the early Britons indicate a personal motivation on the part of the author.
Geoffrey asserts a noble origin for his Britons, building up their dynastic connections only to
later scorn their unworthy successors, the Welsh. The contrast between the Britons divinely
ordained preeminence on the island and their ruined state in the future highlights the tragedy of
their folly.

By connecting the Britons to the most significant event in history, the Trojan War, Geoffrey
places them at the center of the history, rather than as the marginal, dominated faction. In fact,
Geoffrey’s claims regarding this Trojan ancestry make the British a more formidable enemy for
the Romans, a group that sees the Britons’ existence on the “edge of the world” as an indication
of their insignificance. Book IV recounts the origins of the conflict between the Romans and the
Britons. Geoffrey claims, “Interea contigit, ut in Romanis repperitur hystoriis, Tulium Caesarem
subiugata Gallia ad litus Rutenorum uenisse; et cum illinc Britanniam insulam aspexisset,
quaesiuit a circumstantibus quae patria et quae gens inhabitasset dum ad occeanum intueretur”
(IV.54.1-4.69).%" Caesar’s interest is piqued by the island, and when he finds out about the
Britons’ Trojan ancestry, he proclaims: “Hercle ex eadem prosapia nos Romani et Britones orti

sumus, quia ex Troiana gente processimus....Sed nisi fallor ualde degenerati sunt a nobis nec

37 Meanwhile, as we read in the histories of Rome, it happened that after his conquest of Gaul Julius Caesar had
arrived on the coast of Flanders; and when, as he surveyed the ocean, he spied the island of Britain from there, he
asked those standing beside him about the country and its inhabitants. (1VV.54.68)
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quid sit milicia nouerunt, cum infra occeanum extra orbem commaneant” (IV.54.6-10.69).%8

Caesar uses this judgment to justify his demand for tribute.
Geoffrey’s early Britons do not respond well to the threat of Caesar and his Roman forces,
establishing their characteristic valor when responding to their would-be masters in a manner not
seen with Gildas’ representation of the Britons. Cassibellanus, King of the Britons, responds
angrily to Caesar’s demand and displays the nobility and courage of the Britons:
Opprobium itaque tibi petiuisti, Caesar, cum communis nobilitatis uena Britonibus et
Romanis ab Aenea defluat et eiusdem cognationis una et eadem catena praefulgeat, qua
in firmam amicitiam coniungi deberent. llla a nobis petenda esset, non seruitus, quia eam
potius largiri didicimus quam seruitutis iugum deferre. Libertatem namque in tantum
consueuimus habere quod prorsus ignoramus quid sit seruituti oboedire; quam si ipsi dii
conarentur nobis eripere, elaboraremus utique omni nisu resistere ut eam retineremus.
(IV.55.23-30.69) ¥

Cassibellanus invokes the same blood-tie that Caesar uses to demand the tribute, but he claims it

as a tie that should bind the two ethnic groups in amicitia.

Histories such as Geoffrey’s utilize these dynastic connections to justify a prior claim to
territory, just as Caesar tries to do to Cassibellanus through showing a blood kinship. But
Geoffrey’s Britons are imbued with more than the glory of their Trojan lineage and reputation as

men of liberty. Divine providence guides Brutus, a mythological and divinely empowered

38 By Hercules, we Romans and the Britons share a common ancestry, being both descended from the Trojans. ...
But, unless | am mistaken, they are no longer our equals and have no idea of soldiering, since they live at the edge of
the world amid the ocean. (1V.54.68)

39 Your request disgraces you, Caesar, since Briton and Roman share the same blood-line from Aeneas, a shining
chain of common ancestry, which ought to bind us in lasting friendship. Friendship, not slavery, is what you should
have asked us for, since we are more accustomed to give that than to bear the yoke of servitude. We are so used to
freedom that we have no idea what it is to serve a master; if the gods themselves tried to take it from us, we would
strive with every sinew to retain our liberty. (IV.55.68)
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conqueror, toward Britain. Ownership in land becomes inextricably linked with the power of
origins: “Genealogical textuality in family, regnal, and national histories expressed and
stimulated a class-interested historical consciousness. The possession of territory and power
came to correlate distinctively with ownership of time; time came to constitute space—family
and national land—as home, an inalienable and permanent private and public territory”
(Ingledew 668-69). Geoffrey’s “ownership of time” comes from his fabrication of Trojan
ancestry for the Britons, which suggests, by the end of his history, that the Britons are entitled or
destined to recover their territory. However, these historic representations are meant to add to the
mythology of England and the metaphoric glorification of the Welsh in the narrative, not create a
justifiable means for the Welsh to reclaim their land. What becomes of Welsh “destiny” and
identity affects a reading of Geoffrey’s history in terms of its nationalistic sentiments.

Nationalism and King Arthur

Geoffrey’s history functions as rhetoric for resisting the total eradication of the Welsh
identity at the hands of both the Anglo-Saxons and the Normans. He constructs a narrative of
history that is centered on this specific ethnic group. In order to place the Britons (Welsh) at the
forefront of Britain’s early history, Geoffrey does more than simply lengthen the time of British
authority. Geoffrey’s use of fictional motifs and anecdotes in re-creating British history adds
significantly to Welsh identity, but only in the narrative space of literature. Inside this history,
the Welsh have a remarkable dynastic connection and the obligation to live up to that standard.

The Trojan lineage of the Welsh can be connected to crucial contemporary anxieties about
the English kingship, with worry over Welsh rebellions and the problems of having a legitimate
heir to the throne. However, the HRB has also been read as a nationalistic piece for the Welsh.

Gillingham points to Geoffrey’s identification with Monmouth as an indication of his Welsh or
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even Breton lineage. He writes, “He [Geoffrey] was writing just at the time when the learned
Anglo-French world with which he was familiar was beginning to despise Welshmen, to write
off the Britons as barbarians, as brutish creatures without a history” (Gillingham, “Contexts”
110). Since Geoffrey calls himself Galfridis Monemuntesis, identifying himself specifically as
from Wales, Gillingham believes Geoffrey’s history becomes a method of revitalizing the
damaged reputation of his ancestors. Geoffrey not only creates a remarkable lineage for the
Britons, he also utilizes numerous warrior-kings that justify a positive portrayal of his ancestors,
such as Brutus, Ambrosius, Uther, and Arthur.

Reclaiming some of the reputation of the Welsh seems to be the main focus of the history
from the start. Geoffrey’s prologue indicates that his most pressing concern regarding the
existing British histories is the lack of information about King Arthur. Like other figures in the
text, Arthur continues the tradition of Briton dominance on the island, but Arthur’s reign is the
climax of this narrative; every king after Arthur merely occupies the dénouement of the story of
the Britons. Arthur dominates the narrative around Book XI, and Geoffrey makes his Arthur the
perfect example of a kingship. He writes,

Erat autem Arturus quindecim annorum iuuenis inauditae uirtutis atque largitatis, in quo
tantam gratiam innata bonitas praestiterat ut a cunctis fere poplis amaretur. Insignibus
itaque regiis inciatus, solitum morem seruans largitati indulsit. Confluebat ad eum tanta
multitudo militum ut ei quod dispensaret deficeret. Sed cui naturalis inest largitio cum
probitate, licet ad tempus indigeat, nullatenus tamen continua paupertas ei nocebit.

(1X.143.9-14.193) %

40 He was a youth of fifteen of great promise and generosity, whose innate goodness ensured that he was loved by
almost everybody. As a newly crowned king, he displayed his customary open-handedness. Such a crowd of knights
flocked to him that he ran out of gifts. Yet a man who combines an upright character with natural generosity may be
out of pocket for a short time, but will never be the victim of lasting poverty. (1X.143.192)
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As Lavezzo points out, using an individual to represent the majesty of the nation and its people is
not an uncommon practice in the medieval historiographic tradition. In examining Ranulf
Higden’s Polychronicon, Lavezzo notes, “Nations, Higden tells us (with the help of Josephus),
are given to constructing heroes whose exceptionally grand qualities testify to the grandeur of
their people...part of the work of national history is that of giving pleasure, of offering a fantasy
that creates a sovereign nation” (xiv). Not only bold but also magnanimous, Arthur represents all
the positive traits Geoffrey hopes to imbue in the image of the Britons. The character of Arthur
becomes the main focus, the driving force, of Geoffrey’s history, and represents the author’s best
attempt to rehabilitate the marginalized Welsh and place them more directly in British history,
despite their inevitable fall from grace. Having a courageous hero like Arthur as representative of
the nation makes the Welsh people’s ultimate defeat all the more tragic for the Norman audience.
Arthur’s prowess in battle helps keep the Britons in control and unified against a common

enemy, the Saxons. However, Arthur is more than just a great warrior like his predecessors; the
prestige and notoriety of the Arthurian court distinguishes Geoffrey’s King Arthur from the other
Britons and inspires the romantic tradition of chivalric stories that follow the HRB in the
medieval period. Victorious in battle, Arthur begins to invite all the best knights to his court,
even conducting festivals at Carleon:

Tunc, inuitatis probissimis quibusque ex longe positis regnis, coepit familiam suam

augmentare tantamque faceciam in domo sua habere ita ut aemulationem longe

manentibus populis ingereret. VVnde nobilissimus quisque incitatus nichili pendebat se

nisi sese siue in induendo siue in arma ferendo ad modum militum Arturi haberet.

Denique, fama largitatis atque probitatis illius per extremos mundi cardines diuulgata
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reges transmarinorum regnorum nimius inuadebat timor ne inquietatione eius oppressi
nationes sibi subditas amitterent. (1X.154.225-232.205) 4
Arthur becomes a formidable figure, causing other nations to fear him and his influence. His
reign is the height of British power, providing a climax to the narrative of the British rule and
portending their inevitable fall.

Even after his defeat in battle against his traitorous nephew Modred, Arthur remains a figure
of Welsh resistance, and Geoffrey’s final words on the subject contain the promise of his return:
“Sed et inclitus ille rex Arturus letaliter uulneratus est; qui illinc ad sananda uulnera sua in
insulam Auallonis euectus Constantino cognato suo et filio Cadoris ducis Cornubiae diadema
Britanniae concessit anno ab incarnatione Domini .dxlii” (X1.178.81-84.253). % Unlike every
other king before him in the HRB, Arthur’s death is never announced. He continues a mostly
symbolic reign as he waits to be healed of his grievous wound. Geoffrey’s conspicuous
avoidance of the death of King Arthur points to his concern for Welsh identity and its resistance
to a figurative and literal oblivion. However, the avoidance only draws attention to the
fictionality inherent in declaring Arthur to be a ghostly figure who waits for the opportunity to
return to save his people. The legendary quality to this story makes the historic events and Arthur
seem all the more unbelievable, although it was a great tale shared by many during the time. As
such, Gillingham’s claim that Geoffrey attempts to create a narrative of Welsh national

resistance through historical figures like Brutus and Arthur fails to account for Geoffrey’s

41 Then Arthur began to increase his household by inviting all the best men from far-off kingdoms and conducted his
court with such charm that he was envied by distant nations. All the noblest were stirred to count themselves as
worthless if they were not dressed or armed in the manner of Arthur’s knights. As his reputation for generosity and
excellence spread to the farthest corners of the world, kings of nations overseas became very frightened that he
would attack and deprive them of their subjects. (1X.154.204)

2 The illustrious king Arthur too was mortally wounded; he was taken away to the island of Avallon to have his
wounds tended and, in the year of Our Lord 542, handed over Britain’s crown to his relative Constantinus, son of
Cador duke of Cornwall. (X1.178.252)
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ultimate aim for the HRB. Indeed, it seems that Geoffrey had more of his own interests in mind
than those of any national group; Geoffrey is more of an opportunist than a nationalist.

By the twelfth century, well after the Normans have established a fairly unified dominion of
the island, the Welsh remain an unpopular group, cordoned off in their corner of the country as
they had been for centuries. From his “Description of the Island,” Geoffrey indicates the present
condition of England and its inhabitants: “Postremo quinque inhabitatur populis, Normannis
uidelicet atque Britannis, Saxonibus, Pictis, et Scotis; ex quibus Britones olim ante ceteros a mari
usque ad mare insederunt donec ultione diunia propter ipsorum superbiam superueniente Pictis et
Saxonibus cesserunt” (Description.5.42-47.7).*® The Normans come first in this list, as they now
dominate the island, but the Britons, whose pride led to their downfall, are the subject of
Geoffrey’s history. After Arthur’s defeat and symbolic demise, the Welsh fight amongst
themselves, foolishly letting their pride interfere with the governance of the island and resistance
to the Saxons. As | argue below, Geoffrey is more critical than approving of the Welsh,
especially after Arthur’s symbolic death (his journey to Avalon). This is the point in the narrative
where Gildas’ depiction of the Britons becomes integral to the HRB. As the most problematic, as
well as the most socially and politically insignificant group, the Welsh make an interesting
choice for Geoffrey’s history. It is as if the author wishes to reclaim some historical prestige for
them, which may incite some nationalistic pride for their ethnic group.

The possible nationalistic elements of Geoffrey’s depiction of the Welsh are difficult to
prove not just because of his unspecified allegiances, but because the representation of the

different warring cultures indicates an early form of postcolonial history. Nationalism itself, and

431t is finally inhabited by five peoples, the Normans, the Britons, the Saxons, the Picts and the Scots; of these the
Britons once occupied it from shore to shore before the others, until their pride brought divine retribution down upon
them and they gave way to the Picts and the Saxons. (Description.5.6)
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nationhood, are more modern concepts not readily applied to the medieval period. And if
nationalism is a challenging topic to discuss in the medieval period, post-colonialism is an even
trickier concept, as, in the common meaning of the term, it follows not only the formation of the
nation-state but also the construction of the imperialistic country. But as Warren claims:
Postcolonial studies...formulate theories of culture and identity in border communities
that speak to the discontinuities of medieval boundaries, even though the legal and
political mechanisms differ greatly. At the same time, certain resemblances between
medieval and modern cultures dismantle the seemingly impermeable boundary that critics
draw on the modern side of the Middle Ages...the familiar and the foreign (the modern
and the medieval) are always already mutually contaminated and in the process of
decomposition. Postcolonial criticism narrates the traumas of this process. (xi)
Warren sees postcolonial perspectives in the writers of the medieval period and identifies
Arthurian historiography as a form of border writing, a specific response to the “cultural trauma”
of the Norman invasion. Interest in the insular histories of the past was sparked by a defensive
need to retain the cultural identities of the past and the present; new boundaries and borders were
formed in this process, both in the physical territories of England and the narrative space of
history (Warren 1).

In many ways, Geoffrey’s use of Arthur represents a postcolonial perspective on medieval
history. Arthur can certainly be seen as a hero who elevates his people beyond their current
status as sinful pagans and barbarians. In fact, Geoffrey does not wish to comment directly on the
British submission to the Saxons but to relate that event to more contemporary incidents.
Geoffrey displaces the current defeat of the Saxons by the Normans with the earlier conquest of

the Britons by the Saxons. Hugh MacDougall suggests, “By portraying the British as a once
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great people with extensive dominions he could at once raise their status in the eyes of their new
Norman overlords and suggest a precedent to the Norman kings in their imperialistic ambitions”
(7).

While Geoffrey’s text may seem particularly concerned with Welsh nationalism, some
scholars claim that because Geoffrey’s audience is primarily Norman, such a motivation would
have been misguided. Tatlock claims:

Patriotism in Geoffrey is of the medieval kind. He shows little general national feeling,
nor any marked attachment for the land of Britain, except in his opening chapter
(impressive, but taken from Gildas). He also exhibits little emotional local or regional
loyalty, though he certainly does show such familiarities; nor any special feudal or class
attachments, certainly not markedly for the church nor even for kings save as they are his
subject and represent the people he is celebrating, and though he assumes aristocrats of
course as the chief of humanity. With a strong steady sense of the unity of south Britain,
sometimes all Britain, his loyalty is racial, for the Britons. (396)
For Tatlock, there is no nationalistic sentiment for England, but racial pride for the Britons. This
matters to an audience of Normans who embrace their new land as conquerors finding the
inherent and metaphoric importance of the land and its people as well as their own genealogical
connections to the island.

Marked for Failure

Gillingham and MacDougall suggest that Geoffrey may have wished to bring to light the
unique and praise-worthy qualities of the Britons to his Norman audience, but he seems to have
done so more as a cautionary tale than anything else. He is by no means always complimentary

of the British, and in attempting to justify the present subjugated state of the Britons by the
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Saxons (or the Welsh), Geoffrey’s HRB lays the majority of the blame on the same group he
wishes to exalt. For example, Book VI explores the character of VVortigern, a usurper and traitor
to his people, who embodies the negative traits of the British.
After the Romans leave Britain, the Britons make Constantinus their king and give him a
Roman wife who bears him three sons: Constans, Aurelius Ambrosius, and Uther Pendragon.
The sons were sent away for instruction: “Constantem uero primogenitum tradidit in ecclesia
Amphibali infra Guintoniam ut monachilem ordinem susciperet; ceteros autem duos, Aurelium
uidelicet et Vther, Guithelino ad nutriendum commisit” (V1.93.142-145.119).* Constantinus is
surreptitiously murdered by a Pict in his service, leading to a discussion about his successor.
Vortigern, earl of Gewissei, is integral to bringing Constans to the throne because his younger
brothers, Aurelius Ambrosius and Uther Pendragon, are still too young to rule:
Denique, cum nunc sic, nunc aliter contendissent, accessit VVortergirnus consul
Gewisseorum, qui omni nisu in regnum anhelabat, et adiuit Constantem monachum
illumque in haec uerba allocutus est: “Ecce, pater tuus defunctus est et fratres tui propter
aetatem sublimari nequeunt, nec alium uideo in progenie tua quem in regem populus
promoueret. Si igitur consilio meo adquiescere uolueris possessionemgue meam
augmentare, conuertam populum in affectum sublimandi te in regnum et ex tali habitu...”
(V1.94.148-158.119)%

Vortigern easily sets up Constans as a puppet king because the inexperienced Constans knows

very little about ruling and had devoted his life to the church. With Constans under his influence

4 The king presented his eldest, Constans, to the church of St. Amphibalus in Winchester to become a monk; the
other two, Aurelius and Uther, he entrusted to Guithelinus to bring up. (V1.93.118)

4 After much disagreement, Vortigern, earl of Gewissei, eager to win the crown for himself, intervened by visiting
the monk Constans and addressing him as follows: “Look, your father has died, your brothers are too young to
succeed him and, in my opinion, there is no one else in your family that the people can make king. If you agree to
follow my advice and increase my wealth, | shall induce them to be willing to crown you and divest you of your
monkish habit...” (VI 94.118)
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and the other contenders for the throne too young to claim it, VVortigern cleverly plots to usurp
the kingdom. Over time, he builds enough support and a large enough retinue that he puts his
plan into action by suggesting that Constans put Picts in his court to relay information about
possible Pictish rebellions: “Ecce occulta incauti amici proditio! Non enim id laudabat ut salus
inde proueniret Constanti sed quia sciebat Pictos gentem esse instabliem et ad omne scelus
paratam; inebriati ergo siue in iram inducti, commoueri possent facile aduersus regem ita ut
absque cunctamine ipsum interficerent, unde si id contigisset haberet adytum promouendi sese in
regem ut seapius affectauerat” (V1.95.201-206.121).% Vortigern’s plot succeeds when he
befriends the Picts and manipulates them into murdering Constans in a drunken rage. After that,
Vortigern crowns himself king.

Vortigern’s deception is made worse because he had befriended Constans when the young
monk was unsure of his path, showing Vortigern as an untrustworthy and devious figure. He is
also a terrible leader, mostly as a result of his deceitfulness, and it is not long before he loses his
grip on the crown: “Proditione tandem eius diuulgata, insurrexerunt ineum comprouintialium
populi insularum quos Picti in Albaniam conduxerant; indignati namque Picti commilitones suos
qui propter Constatem interfecti fuerant in ipsum uindicare nitebantur.... Anxiabatur etiam ex alia
parte timore Aurelii Ambrosii fratrisque sui Vther Pendragon, qui ut praedictum est minorem
Britanniam propter ipsum diffugerant” (V1.97.239-244.123). 4" He is unable to successfully fight

against the Picts and resorts to hiring Saxon warriors, Hengest and Horsus, to help the British.

46 Covert betrayal, this was, of an unsuspecting friend. The advice was not given to save Constans, but because
Vortigern knew the Picts were a fickle nation, ready for anything: if he made them drunk or enraged, they could
easily be stirred to kill the king without a thought, and then he would have the chance to become king as he had so
often longed. (V1.95.120)

47 As his treachery became known, the peoples of the neighbouring islands whom the Picts had brought to Scotland
rose up against him; the Picts were angry that their countrymen had been killed on account of Constans and wanted
to take revenge on him....Equally he was troubled by fear of Aurelius Ambrosius and his brother Uther Pendragon,
who, as | said, had fled to Brittany because of him. (V1.97.122)
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This action leads to the eventual domination of Britons by the Saxons, when the Saxons continue
to increase their numbers in Britain and extort many gifts of land and treasure from Vortigern.

Throughout his dealings with the Saxons, Vortigern is characterized as weak and ineffectual;
he is hated by his own people, especially when he becomes enamored with a Saxon’s (Hengest’s)
daughter, Ronwein: “Vortigern autem, diueros genere potus inebriatus, intrante Sathana in corde
suo, amauit puellam et postulauit eam a patre suo. Intrauerat, inquam, Sathanas in corde suo quia
cum Christianus esset cum pagana coire desiderabat” (V1.100.357-360.129-131).%8 Interestingly,
the relationship between Ronwein and Vortigern is entirely Geoffrey’s invention, and it
highlights how Geoffrey imbues his characters with individual motivations and human frailties.
The magnitude of Vortigern’s folly is evident by the repetition of “Satan had entered into his
heart,” and the reader can see that he, even at this early stage in his ruling, represents the worst
kind of ruler and Briton. His desire for a Saxon woman, Ronwein, aligns him more closely with
the enemy than with his own people. Vortigern puts his own desires above those of his people;
he is a foil to the magnanimous nobility of Arthur and exemplifies many of the traits that
Geoffrey applies to the contemporary Welsh later in the HRB.

Vortigern’s people see the folly of his ways as they watch the Saxon population grow and see
their leader consorting with the pagans: “Quod cum uidissent Britones, timentes proditionem
eorum dixerunt regi ut ipsos ex finibus regni sui expelleret. Non enim debebant pagani
Christianis communicare nec intromitti, quia Christiana lex prohibebat; insuper tanta multitudo

aduenerat ita ut ciuibus terrori essent; iam nesceibatur quis paganus esset, quis Christianus, quia

48 \ortigern became drunk on various kinds of liquor and, as Satan entered into his heart, asked her father for the
girl he loved. Satan, | repeat, had entered into his heart, for despite being a Christian he wanted to sleep with a pagan
woman. (V1.100.128-130)
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pagani filias et consanguineas eorum sibi associauerant” (V1.101.389-394.131). *° Vortigern
resists their demand to expel the Saxons because of his own selfish reasons; his love for his wife
and close kinship with the pagans overrides his desire to protect his people from being eradicated
through this intermingling of races. In response, his people depose him and make his son
Vortimer king. Vortimer makes an effort to fight off the invading Saxons, but his death puts his
father back on the throne. It is not until Ambrosius, the rightful heir, kills VVortigern that his reign
finally ends.

Despite his horrible behavior and disastrous mistakes as a leader, VVortigern is not
representative of the Britons or of Geoffrey’s opinion of the Britons. Vortigern was abhorred by
his people, and Geoffrey clearly indicates that Vortigern did not act like a Christian king, as
Arthur did. Geoffrey repeatedly claims that it was the devil in Vortigern’s heart that caused him
to betray his own people and his pride that caused him to reach for the crown in the first place.
Unlike Vortigern, Geoffrey clearly describes other British characters, such as Malgo and
Modred, as morally reprehensible without such an excuse for their behavior; he implies that
Britons are eventually overcome because of their own ethical and political failings.

Geoffrey’s assertion that Britons are the destined inheritors of England (over their Saxon and
Norman conquerors) through their Trojan lineage is complicated by their own mistakes. Sian
Echard notes that Geoffrey follows Gildas’ model, placing responsibility and blame on the
Britons for their defeat at the hands of the Saxons as part of God’s ultimate plan. But in
Geoffrey’s historical vision of the Britons, “even when God is with the Britons, either the

treachery of others, or their own folly (or sometimes both) becomes the final determinant of fate”

49 When the Britons saw this, they feared that they would be betrayed and told the king to expel the Saxons from the
kingdom. Pagans ought not to communicate or mix with Christians, as it was forbidden by Christian law; moreover
so many of them had arrived that his subjects feared them; no one knew who was pagan and who was Christian,
since the pagans had married their daughters and relatives. (\V1.101.130)
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(Echard 26). This portrayal may seem to undercut Geoffrey’s opposition to the negative
portrayals of the Britons in earlier histories; however, it is Geoffrey’s appropriated position
within this ethnic group that allows him to rightfully indicate the pitfalls of his own community.
Even the most famous of the Britons, Arthur, is virtuous and brave as a result of his individual
characteristics, not as a result of his British heritage: “Arthur’s great deeds are always attributed,
in proper Norman fashion, to his individual abilities and never to the general goodwill of the
Britons; Arthur’s compatriots, in fact, revert to their wicked ways as soon as Arthur bows out,
and the insurrection of Modred also attests to the inherent evil of the Britons” (Faletra,
“Narrating” 72). Arthur might be the one exceptional Briton, especially when compared to other
rulers like Vortigern and Modred.

Like Vortigern, Modred is a usurper who displays all the negative qualities of the Britons.
Geoffrey represents Modred’s betrayal as the worst possible action against the noble King
Arthur. Book XI begins: “Ne hoc quidem, consul auguste, Galfridus Monemutensis tacebit, sed
ut in praefato Britannico sermone inuenit et a Waltero Oxenefordensi, in multis historiis
peritissimo uiro, audiuit, uili licet stilo, breuiter tamen propalabit, quae proleia inclitus ille rex
post uictoriam istam in Britanniam reuersus cum nepote suo commiserit” (177.1-5.249).%°
Geoffrey reiterates that this episode was clearly recounted in the text and verified by Walter,
which makes sense as this is the first full account of Modred and his deeds. Modred attempts to
take the British crown, amassing a large army of Britons, Picts, Scots, and Irish. Throughout this
civil rebellion, Geoffrey continually labels Modred a traitor who stubbornly refuses to yield even

when he has clearly lost. In fact, this leads to Arthur’s demise:

%0 Geoffrey of Monmouth will not be silent even about this, most noble earl, but, just as he found it written in the
British book and heard from Walter of Oxford, a man very familiar with many histories, he will tell, in his poor
style, but briefly, of the battles the famous king fought against his nephew, when he returned to Britain after his
victory. (X1.177.248)
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At Arturus, acriori ira accensus gquoniam tot centena commilitonum suorum amiserat, in
tercia die, datis prius sepulturae peremptis, ciutatem adiuit atque infra receptum
nebulonem obsedit. Qui tamen, coeptis suis desistere nolens se dipsos qui ei adhaerebant
pluribus modis inanimans, cum agminibus suis egreditur atque cum auunculo suo
proeliari disponit. Inito ergo certamine, facta est maxima caedes in utraque parte, quae
tandem magis in partem ipsius illata coegit eum campum turpiter relinquere. (X1.178.36-
43.251) %
This traitorous move on Modred’s part throws off the line of succession, as King Arthur has no
legitimate heirs and leaves the throne to a kinsman, Constantine. In fact, the whole episode
between Arthur and Modred is quite similar, and I believe deliberately so, to the contemporary
civil war between Stephen and Matilda, as explored below.

Following the loss of King Arthur, the Briton successors rule with mixed results, warring
against Modred’s followers and Saxon rebels. Constantine slays Modred’s sons to keep them
from getting the throne and is struck down for his crime shortly after. From there, Constantine is
succeeded by Aurelius Conan: “Cui successit Aurelius Conanus, mirae probitatis iuuenis et
ipsius nepos, qui monarchiam tocius insulae tenes eiusdem diademate dignus esset si non foret
ciuilis belli amator” (X1.181.105-107.255).52 Here, Geoffrey begins to parallel Gildas, indicating
the British rulers’ tendency for civil disputes. From Aurelius Conan, the throne passes to

Vortiporius who has a fairly peaceful reign until the ascension of Malgo, whose sinful deeds

51 Arthur, yet more angry at the loss of so many hundreds of his soldiers, first buried the dead, then on the third day
marched to Winchester and laid siege to the wretch who was taking refuge there. Modred, unwilling to give up,
stiffened his companions’ resolve, came out with his army and prepared to fight his uncle. Battle was joined with
great slaughter on both sides, but eventually the tide turned against Modred and forced him into a shameful retreat.
(X1.178.250) [Please note that Reeve’s translation provides more details than the Latin. The “ciutatem adiuit” is
identified as Winchester in the English translation above.]

52 Constantius was succeeded by his nephew Aurelius Conanus, a youth of great promise who ruled over the whole
island, and who would have been worthy of the crown save for his fondness for civil strife. (X1.181.254)
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incite God’s wrath. Geoffrey writes, “Cui successit Malgo, ominum fere ducum Britanniae
pulcherrimus, multorum tirannorum depulsor, robustus armis, largior ceteris, et ultra modum
probitate praeclarus nisi sodomitana peste uolutatus sese Deo inuisum exhibuisset” (X1.183.115-
118.255).% Malgo’s depravity, in terms of his apparent homosexuality, provokes God’s anger,
although Geoffrey carefully avoids directly defining or even highlighting this sin. In fact,
Geoffrey seems complimentary of Malgo for the first half of his description, but Malgo’s
sinfulness reflects the ambiguous sinfulness of his people, and the Britons are easily conquered
as they give themselves over to foolish in-fighting over their land. Geoffrey has set up a
genealogical standard for the Britons, and when they fail to live up to the glory of their supposed
ancestry, he scolds them:
Quid, ociosa gens pondere inmanium scelerum oppressa, quid semper ciulia proelia
posita regna potestati tuae subdidisses nunc uelut bona uinea degenerata in amaritudinem
uersa patriam, coniuges, liberos nequeas ab inimicis tueri?...Quia ergo regnum tuum in
se diuisum fuit, quia furor ciuilis discordiae et liuoris fumus mentem tuam hebetauit, quia
superbia tua uni regi oboedientiam ferre non permisit, cernis iccirco patriam tuam ab
impiissimis paganis desolatam, domos etiam eiusdem supra domos ruentes, quod posteri
tui in futurum lugebunt. (X1 185.141-153.257) %
Having been more critical of personal failures from characters like Vortigern, Geoffrey now

applies his scornful tone to the whole race. Echoing Gildas’ powerful chastisement of the Britons

%8 Vortiporius was succeeded by Malgo, probably the most handsome of all Britain’s rulers; he drove out many
tyrants, was a mighty warrior, more generous than the rest, and would have enjoyed the highest of reputations had
he not made himself hateful to God by wallowing in the sin of sodomy. (X1.183.254)

> Why, you slothful race, weighed down by your terrible sins, why with your continual thirst for civil war, have you
weakened yourself so much by internal strife? ...Your kingdom is divided against itself, lust for civil strife and a
cloud of envy has blunted your mind, your pride has prevented you from obeying a single king, so your country has
been laid waste before your eyes by most wicked barbarians, and its houses fall one upon another. (XI 185.256)
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in DECB, Geoffrey’s ire is particularly directed at those who engage in “civil strife,” allowing
envy and pride to overtake them and causing damage to the dynasty of the Britons. Geoffrey’s
reproach of internal strife and civil war suggests a more contemporary focus for his own overall
aims, as suggested by the timeframe of his history.

While Geoffrey carefully avoids placing his history within the relatively recent past, the
influence of current events is still evident in the work. Indeed, Geoffrey’s final vision of the
Britons seems unlikely to ignite much cultural pride, as it presents a bleak portrait for their
future. This seems like a necessary strategy for the author, especially when writing to a Norman
audience that may be concerned about their current civil strife and its consequences. His history
ends in a less hopeful tone for the Britons: “Barbarie etiam irrepente, iam non uocabantur
Britones sed Gualenses, uocabulum siue a Gualone duce eorum siue a Galaes regina siue a
barbarie trahentes....Degenerati autem a Britannica nobilitate Gualenses numquam postea
monarchiam insulae recuperauerunt; immo nunc sibi, interdum Saxonibus ingrati consurgentes
externas ac domesticas clades incessanter agebant” (X1.207.592-600.281).>° The Welsh, in this
passage, are deemed no longer worthy of the label of Briton. Geoffrey lacks confidence in their
future as they waste their time with petty squabbling.

Indeed, the internal conflicts, “massacring...each other,” seem like a reference to the
contemporary civil conflict between Matilda and Stephen. Having lived through and most likely
directly witnessed the events of the civil war in Oxford, Geoffrey would have been keenly aware
of the destructiveness of internal disputes between royal family members. Issues of ascension,

familial betrayal, and civil war litter the HRB, leading to the death of the most significant British

55 As their culture ebbed, they were no longer called Britons, but Welsh, a name which owes its origins to their
leader Gaulo, or to queen Galaes or to their decline.... The Welsh, unworthy successors to the noble Britons, never
again recovered mastery over the whole island, but, squabbling pettily amongst themselves and sometimes with the
Saxons, kept constantly massacring foreigners or each other. (X1.207.280)
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ruler, King Arthur. The civil strife is ultimately the biggest Welsh sin, according to both
Geoffrey and Gildas. The war between Matilda and Stephen also divides the loyalty of the
people, the newest successors to the island. After William I, the Normans enjoyed relative peace,
but the civil war has not only disrupted the idea of kingship but also made it possible for the
Welsh uprisings. Taking advantage of the discord and confusion surrounding Stephen’s
usurpation of the throne, the Welsh contribute to Matilda’s rebellion to continue the disruption of
Norman rule and regain some of their lost territory.

The Norman Future

Geoffrey always seems more concerned with the Normans than with the Welsh or even the
victors of his history, the Anglo-Saxons. In regards to the name change from Briton to Welsh, R.
William Leckie notes, “The change in appellation mirrors the political realities of the period, but
Geoffrey does not provide a corresponding sign of newly won Anglo-Saxon pre-eminence. The
omission is noteworthy.... Although Geoffrey attaches considerable importance to the renaming
of Albion, he does not now signal a passage of dominion by similar means” (70). Clearly,
Geoffrey wishes to underplay the significance of the Saxons and their victory, most likely
because their conquest will not survive past the Norman invasion. As an author writing a history
so far removed from its events (approximately seventy years after the Norman Conquest),
Geoffrey uses his knowledge of “future” events to color his depictions of the past and the
Saxons. In doing so, Geoffrey places more importance on the future Norman elite by omitting
much of the Saxon history. This is especially true when the future is actually introduced to the
narrative through Merlin’s prophecies.

Between Books VI and VIII, Geoffrey diverges from history to present the prophecies of

Merlin, a magician recently discovered by Vortigern who is said to be fathered by an incubus. As
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mentioned earlier, this inclusion was at the request of Bishop Alexander, a fan of the character
Merlin. Wishing to please the bishop, Geoffrey again translates the prophecies and provides
them for his British history. What follows are a series of esoteric statements by Merlin, filled
with symbolic imagery than can be interpreted in various ways. Readers can make sense of part
of the prophecies, especially as it applies to the events recounted in the HRB (especially Arthur’s
kingdom), but “the slippery and polysemic nature of Merlin’s language makes it impossible to
reach a definitive interpretation so that accepting his text as an accurate account of history
becomes problematic” (Bell 18). However, scholars have made attempts to interpret the
allegorical meaning of the figures presented.

Indeed, Kimberly Bell discusses Merlin as a literary representation “whose actions reflect
both the role of the reader and the various functions of the historian” (14). Geoffrey’s Merlin
becomes a stand-in for the author in the text, representing his perspective on the ancient and
recent past, which makes Merlin’s prophecies all the more interesting. Merlin’s prophecies
become an intriguing and puzzling contribution to the text, occupying an entire book shortly
before Arthur’s ascension. Reading his prophecies not as merely symbolic possibilities in the
narrative of the history but as the assertions of an author who knows what history has in store for
the Britons and the Saxons provides some stability to the otherwise obscure references. In
addition, it provides access to Geoffrey’s true attitude on the future of the Britons.

For example, Merlin prophesizes that the time of the red dragon (the Britons) is nearing its
end, and they will be overtaken by the white dragon (the Saxons). The allegory continues as the
white dragon becomes rather synonymous with the “German worm” who is crowned king. But
even the dominion of the German worm or white dragon will end: “Terminus illi positus est

quem transuloare nequibit; centum namque quinquaginta annis in inquietudine et subiectione
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manebit, ter centum uero insidebit” (PM.113.66-68.147).%® The white dragon’s kingdom falls to
two new dragons, a possible representation of the Norman kings William I and William I, until
the lion of justice takes control. Merlin remarks, “Catuli leonis in aequoreos pisces
transformabuntur, et aquila eius super montem Arauium nidificabit” (PM.113.84-86.147).%" Later
on, that same eagle is referred to again: “Deaurabit illud aquila rupti foederis et tercia
nidificatione gaudebit” (PM.114.93-4.149).°8 All of these references seem without context and
therefore nearly impossible to interpret.

Yet, Faletra contends that the twelfth-century audience of this text would have specific ideas
about the allegorical meaning of these prophecies: “The Lion of Justice is probably Henry I, the
Eagle Empress Matilda, the German Worm the Saxons” (Faletra, “Narrating” 75). The lion’s
cubs becoming fishes could be a reference to Henry’s son William Adelin drowning at sea, and
the broken treaty might be the broken promises of the Norman nobles who did not ultimately
support Matilda’s ascension. In fact, Faletra suggests that the HRB is actually more focused on
Normans than previously thought, mostly because of Merlin’s prophecies. He claims:

For the most part, however, the prophecies insofar as they are interpretable make their
clearest references to events of the Norman dynasty. Geoffrey seems to revel in current
affairs, recalling specific happenings in the reigns of the Norman kings from William the
Conqueror to Stephen. And although they occasionally make clear references to some
kind of pan-Celtic alliance or British resurgence, informed readers will realize that the
exploits of the Boar of Cornwall or of Conan and Cadwallader belong to the closed off

Briton past rather than to the Norman present (Faletra, “Narrating” 75).

% A limit has been set for the white dragon beyond which it will not be able to fly; for a hundred and fifty years it
will endure harassment and submission, but for three hundred it will be in occupation. (PM.113.146)

5" The lion’s cubs will become fishes of the sea, and his eagle will nest on Mount Aravius. (PM.113.146)

%8 The eagle of the broken treaty will gild the bridle and rejoice in a third nesting. (PM.114.148)
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Because of their deliberately ambiguous symbolism, the prophecies, Faletra can assume,
symbolize the inevitability of the Norman Conquest. Faletra also claims that Geoffrey’s HRB
performs the same function as other histories of the period, despite the many differences between
Geoffrey’s style and that of other authors: “Despite, then, its apparent methodological and
narrative opposition to the Gesta Regum...they both legitimize Norman colonization of Wales by
creating and perpetuating textual myths of the innate defeatedness and the inevitable
defeatability of the British people” (Faletra, “Narrating” 82). Faletra makes an interesting claim;
however, the HRB seems like more than just a projection of the future onto the past (the Norman
Conquest as seen through Merlin’s eyes). It seems an exploration of the social and political
condition of the twelfth century. Faletra’s reading of the text focuses too specifically on its
ending and the esoteric “Prophecies of Merlin” section of the HRB. Even before this final word
on the Welsh, there are indications that Geoffrey’s history is less about legitimizing Norman
dominion (or that of any other ethnic group) and more about exploring the anxieties of the
colonization.

Diana promises Brutus an empty island, but Brutus and his followers must rid the island of
its remaining native inhabitants, giants, especially Goemagog: “Hic quadam die, dum Brutus in
portu quo applicuerat festiuum diem deis celebraret, superuenit cum uiginti gigantibus atque
dirissima caede Britones affecit” (1.21.472-474.29).%° These episodes signify an inability to
escape the colonial attitude of the period. The Britons succeed in eradicating all the giants,
including Goemagog, which indicates that Geoffrey is not in support of some Welsh uprising or

a revitalizing of the culture, but actually supports the Norman elite as an ideological consequence

59 One day when Brutus was holding a feast for the gods at the port where he had landed, Goemagog arrived with
twenty giants and inflicted terrible carnage on the Britons. (1.21.28) [Note: The text does not name the giant
Goemagog until the following line, but Reeve’s translation refers to him by name in this line]
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of the colonial environment of England. The historical pattern is set: one group will conquer and
be conquered by another. The Saxons dominated the Britons just as the Saxons were conquered
by the Normans. The Britons are the focus of this history only in terms of metaphoric
glorification, a post-colonial revitalization of the lost culture within the safety of the historical
text. Geoffrey’s nationalism could be directed more to the Normans, as they are the current
rulers, which will help him garner a patron.

In terms of Geoffrey’s treatment of the British, his infusion of a colonial perspective, and
even his symbolic representation of the conflict between Matilda and Stephen through the
characters of Arthur and Modred, the HRB can be seen as a nationalistic piece in support of the
Normans and not the Britons. The real work of the text is not restricted to its ending but is
suffused throughout the piece. The components of the story that build up to the climactic
moment of Arthur’s reign are arguably more revelatory than the falling action of its third act.
The colonization of Albion, Briton interactions with the Romans, and the Saxons create a more
nuanced portrait of the Britons and highlight one of the defining features of Geoffrey’s HRB, the
fabrication of British history. The faded glory of Arthur’s departure into Avalon and the ominous
warnings of the prophecies tie up the loose ends of history, but they do not deny the possibility
of a return to Briton rule in England. The ending may seem to make the possibility of British
dominion an improbability, but it leaves some opportunities for the history to function as a
statement of resistance to invading forces.

Geoffrey’s support of the Normans and apparent sympathy for the plight of the Welsh can be
easily transferred to the contemporary political events taking place around him. Arthur’s position
as king is assured through his lineage, reaching all the way back to his Trojan roots, but he is

temporarily supplanted by a treacherous cousin; similarly, Matilda’s cousin usurps her place on
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the throne despite her genealogical right to rule and the earlier support by the barons. Geoffrey is
careful to avoid commenting directly on this situation, aside from his shifting dedications;
however, the text continually articulates themes of legitimacy and betrayal, especially in familial
contexts. Tatlock claims that Geoffrey shows his support for Matilda by identifying the
treacherous Modred as Arthur’s nephew, just as Stephen was Henry I’s nephew and Matilda’s
cousin (426). Tatlock’s contention seems too strong for Geoffrey’s HRB, especially considering
that the text predicts an ending for this conflict—Aurthur is grievously wounded and leaves this
world. Geoffrey certainly would not suggest that this is the expected outcome for the civil
conflict between Matilda and Stephen. However, Henry’s scheming nephew did take the crown
from the rightful heir, an act of familial treachery, which is always rebuked in Geoffrey’s
historical world. These family dynamics in the text might be the closest Geoffrey comes to
commenting on current events, but they are quite effective in transforming history into this
figurative literary plane where right and wrong are more firmly established.

Conclusion: Establishing a Historical Voice

The conclusion to Geoffrey’s HRB displays how he wishes to be read in conversation with
other major historians of the period. Geoffrey writes,
Reges autem eorum qui ab illo tempore in Gualiis successerunt Karadoco Lancarbanensi
contemporaeno meo in materia scribend permitto, reges uero Saxonum Willelmo
Malmesberiensi et Henrico Huntendonensi, quos de regibus Britonum tacere iubeo, cum
non habeant librum illum Britannici sermons quem Walterus Oxenefordensis

archidiaconus ex Britannia aduexit, quem de historia eorum ueraciter editum in honore
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praedictorum principum hoc modo in Latinum sermonem transferre curaui. (X1 208.601-

607.281) %0
The Britons are the sole property of Geoffrey and his mysterious source. The Welsh can be
explored by his friend Caradoc, and the Saxons may be explored by William of Malmesbury and
Henry of Huntington. Interestingly, Geoffrey mentions not only the Britons and the British
language, but also Brittany, the source of this ancient book. The various people and locales
mentioned in this final paragraph cast a wide net for Geoffrey’s interest, from the Britons (early
Welsh) to the Normans, leaving the others to produce a political history of the Saxons. Such a
methodological program gives him the ability to build up the Normans in his history while
silencing any opposition to their domination in his narrative, thus solidifying his chances of
being the authoritative voice of the new Anglo-Norman Britain.

Yet, there is something to Geoffrey’s tone that must be investigated. Otter notes, “This
playful (or perhaps aggressive?) challenge to his most eminent fellow historians has often been
taken as one indication that Geoffrey’s Historia is at least in part parodic, an explanation that has
seemed attractive to many since it promises a way to deal with Geoffrey’s clearly non-historical
material” (“Functions” 119). Perhaps this final word is meant to suggest a playfulness to this
history, which may very well be the case. If Geoffrey is working off a purely imagined source,
then he might not take the historical veracity of his HRB to heart and therefore makes a teasing

nudge to his contemporaries and rivals in the historiographic field.

80The Welsh kings who succeeded one another from then on | leave as a subject matter to my contemporary,
Caradoc of Llanacarfan, and the Saxon kings to William of Malmesbury and Henry of Huntingdon; however | forbid
them to write about the kings of the Britons since they do not possess the book in British which Walter, archdeacon
of Oxford, brought from Brittany, and whose truthful account of their history | have here been at pains in honor of
those British rulers to translate into Latin. (X1.208.282)
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However, a parodic tone to his piece (or merely its conclusion) does not mean Geoffrey is
any less serious about his goals as a historian. Geoffrey’s claim to ownership suggests that the
Britons are his property, not as part of his own ethnic background, but part of his professional
space. If he is to make a name for himself as a historian and to garner the attention of the
Norman aristocracy, he must carve out a niche in the already full literary landscape of medieval
historiography. This is why he singles out his most prominent literary rivals, William of
Malmesbury and Henry of Huntington, in his parting words, as they had much more obvious
claims to historicity and accuracy in their works.

Regardless, it seems less important what group Geoffrey supported when rhetorically
analyzing this history. His dedication indicates a willingness to switch sides in the civil conflict
to receive a better patron. Although, he seems to clearly favor Matilda and Robert with his
numerous dedications to the latter and the coded references to the former in the narrative and
only one possibly hastily altered version to Stephen. The most important characteristic of the
conclusion to the HRB is Geoffrey’s interest in politics and nationalism. This is not a didactic or
ecclesiastical history like the works of Bede or Gildas. Like many other twelfth-century
historians, Geoffrey attempted to enter the political scene through his writings, but he did so in a
way that made him less indebted to a specific side, leaving his loyalties and intentions
deliberately ambiguous. He composed a British history, but what does British mean at this point
in history? The ambiguity of the term “British,” the pre-nationalism of the medieval period, as
well as the political unease of Geoffrey’s time make it easier for the piece to maintain its
indistinct position. In essence, Geoffrey hoped to work in concert with other writers of the time,

but, like many authors, he also wanted to stand out. Geoffrey knew the work of his



contemporaries, and he shows the reader exactly how his HRB fits into this complex and

contentious historiographical tradition.

70
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Chapter 2 —Translating and Transforming Arthurian Historiography in Lazamon’s Brut

Geoffrey’s HRB greatly influenced the historiographical landscape from the time of its
publication and distribution well into the later centuries of medieval and early modern Britain.
The impact of the most famous British historical text not only shaped the history and mythology
of the island but also created a slew of imitative texts that used this history to form a new
commentary on the state of British identity. One such work, Lazamon’s Brut, continued the
delicate balance of infusing the historiographic narrative of Britain with elements of post-
colonialism, as the HRB did. In his book Lasamon’s Brut and the Anglo-Norman Vision of
History, Tiller notes, “The paradigm of historiography-translation-conquest characterizes the
situation of historical writing in post-Conquest England, as the need of the Anglo-Norman
ascendancy for a legitimate historical pedigree led to the extensive translation of Old English
(OE) historical texts into Latin historical narrative — and in later generations, into French...to
anchor Anglo-Norman legitimacy in a revised version of insular history” (11). Geoffrey
attempted to create some legitimacy for the Normans through his “translation” of an ancient
Welsh history, using it to elevate the Normans by justifying the inescapability of conquest and
colonization. Lagzamon’s Brut is an English translation of Wace’s Roman de Brut, which is itself
based on Geoffrey of Monmouth’s HRB.

Wace created a verse history from the materials presented in the HRB as a 14,886-line
Norman poem. Lazamon translates Wace’s work into a 16,095-line poem written in Middle
English. Both Geoffrey and Lazamon confront the problems of nationalism, ethnicity, and
historiography in twelfth-century England. The history of the Britons, as represented in
Geoffrey’s HRB, is used to ultimately legitimize Norman rule, while Lazamon’s Brut represents

culture as a heterogeneous mixture of Norman, British, and Anglo-Saxon. The multiple layers of
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historical influences and linguistic translation between the HRB and the Brut make these texts
prime examples of the ways histories of the period reflect the new cultural hybridity of England,
one which transcribes its history over the older historiography. The Brut, more than the HRB,
represents a vision of the cultural hybridity of the island through Lazamon’s fully developed
character of King Arthur and reflects an effort to facilitate the movement from Saxon to Norman,
and ultimately to the modern Middle English—speaking British (a combination of both the
Saxons and the Normans).

Twelfth-century English historical writings seek to mediate the conflict between what the
country was and what it might become. Following the Norman Conquest and the subsequent
colonization of Anglo-Saxon Britain, historians created a vision of a post-colonial Britain, which
involved a process of legitimizing Norman rule while de-legitimizing the previous political
regime partially as a means to curry favor with the new ruling class. This process of translating
British and Saxon identity into the new English culture of post-Conquest England begins with
Geoffrey’s HRB but reaches its fruition in Lazamon’s Brut. Lazamon continues the
historiographical aims of Geoffrey of Monmouth, but his focus is less on his own reputation and
success with patronage and more on appropriating the native Briton historiography and
mythology and blending the Normans into this history. His Brut becomes a representation of
cultural hybridity and the remaking of English identity, blending the Norman, British, and Saxon
cultures.

The text represents a transition from earlier forms of historical writing into romantic
traditions, blending elements of romance, epic, and chronicle into a pseudo-history—rather like
what I have shown in Geoffrey’s HRB. Moreover, the Brut is the first English post-Conquest

history. Lazamon composed the Brut in Early Middle English, itself a significant marker of the
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hybridized culture of Anglo-Norman England. As Tiller mentions, “[T]he Normans sought to
represent themselves as English, redefining (translating) themselves as the new English”
(Lazamon’s 7). This process was undertaken not only by building over and transforming the
British landscape with Norman structures and castles but also by writing over the histories of the
British and inscribing themselves into it like “a historiographic palimpsest” (Tiller, Lagamon’s
7). Lazamon’s decision to write in the post-colonial language of Middle English indicates the
transformation of the British culture. By combining the language of the Anglo-Saxons with the
mythology of the Welsh, Lazamon creates a chronicle that narrates the post-colonial tradition of
England and inscribes the Normans into an already culturally diverse British identity.

Lazamon’s Sources

Lazamon’s Brut is clearly indebted to Wace’s Roman de Brut as its primary source; a close
reading of the Brut reveals that the majority of Lazamon’s poem is translated from Wace.
Wace’s text, written around 1155, added to the rich British history originally composed by
Geoffrey of Monmouth, taking Geoffrey’s HRB and transforming it into a romantic verse
history. Indeed, Geoffrey’s HRB should also be considered a source for the historical matters of
Lazamon’s Brut, as much of the historical matters first presented in the HRB are related in
Lazamon’s text. Interestingly, despite the many layers of authorial influence on the Brut,
Lazamon still manages to create a vision of English history that is wholly unique from those of
his predecessors, as | examine below.

Wace composed his verse history Roman de Brut in Old French shortly after the success of
Geoffrey’s HRB, around the time that the civil war between King Stephen and Empress Matilda
was finally resolved with the death of King Stephen in 1154. Much of what is known about

Wace’s life comes from his own lines in his companion history, the Roman de Rou, which traces



74

the history of the Normans.®! Each of Wace’s historical projects was clearly influenced by his
background. Born on the island of Jersey around 1110, Wace moved as a young boy to Caen in
Brittany to study Latin and in preparation for his service in the Church (Weiss xi). As a young
man, Wace spent his life working in Caen before eventually journeying to England sometime
around 1150 (Weiss xi). The complex political climate of the time (the civil war between Matilda
and Stephen) became an interesting backdrop to his historical aims. Depending on the exact date
of his travel to England, Wace would have been witness to some of the more tumultuous events
of the war between the feuding heirs.

Wace refers to his occupation at times as a clerc lisant in the Roman de Rou, suggesting
multiple meanings.®? However, in closely examining each use of the term in both Wace’s and
Gaimar’s®® writings, M. Dominica Legge’s contention that the term refers to “a clerk in Holy
Orders, not necessarily a priest, capable of writing, composing, and reading aloud” seems the
most sensible (555). Many of Wace’s works suggest that the author was very concerned with
presenting his work to a broader, lay audience. His vernacular religious writings, La Conception
de Notre Dame and La Vie de Saint Nicolas, suggest a desire to provide religious instruction and
entertainment to the laity. The popularity of Geoffrey’s HRB, a secular work, undoubtedly
contributed to Wace’s decision to translate it, knowing that it would gratify his Norman audience
and increase his own popularity as an author. Indeed, his Anglo-Norman version of Geoffrey’s

Latin history made him a favorite of the House of Plantagenet. Wace was treated generously by

&1 Part three of the Roman de Rou contains most of the biographical information on Wace and his relations with his
patrons.

%2 For a detailed discussion of the complexity of meaning tied to the term, see M. Dominica Legge’s “Clerc Lisant”
(full bibliographic information in Works Cited).

83 Geffrei Gaimar, an Anglo-Norman chronicler and author of Estoire des Engleis, is explored in Chapter 4.
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Henry Il and his wife, Eleanor of Aquitaine [1122-1204], receiving not only valuable gifts but
also a place in court (Weiss xii).

There are about 32 extant manuscripts and fragments of Wace’s Roman de Brut, each
varying in their faithfulness in translation to their source,% the HRB. Yet, it is important to
remember that the process of translation during the medieval period does not carry the same
meaning it does today. Judith Weiss’s edition of Wace’s text reiterates this fact in the
introduction: “‘Translate’ in the Middle Ages did not have the narrow meaning it does today, and
Wace, in bringing in Geoffrey’s ‘history’ to yet a larger audience unversed in Latin, felt free to
amplify and embellish his chronicle. Yet he stuck very closely to the outline, and often even the
detail, of the events there” (xviii). Wace’s Roman de Brut can easily be read as the French
perspective of British history because the Latin text is transformed into a piece easily read or
listened to by the Norman elite. To that end, Wace only adds two incidents to Geoffrey’s HRB,
the making of the Round Table and an expanded discussion on the death of Arthur and his place
in Avalon. Wace’s version of the “matter of Britain” operates as a verse literary history that
Lazamon can revisit, expand, and contract® into his own revision of the HRB. Lazamon
translates Wace’s work into English, although he is obviously less concerned with capturing the

French style, and expands, embellishes, and re-creates the English aspects of the story.

8 This is partially due to the fact that only nineteen of the surviving manuscripts are complete or near-complete (Le
Saux, A Companion 85). Another reason for possible deviations in the manuscripts is the fact that over half were
copied in continental France, which could account for differences in the text. Continental copies tended to highlight
the Arthurian romance, while English versions included materials of interest to the local populace like Gaimar’s
Estoire des Engleis (Le Saux, A Companion 86). In addition, Frangoise Le Saux’s A Companion to Wace lists the
numerous differences between Wace’s Roman de Brut and the HRB, which are likely the result of Wace’s use of the
variant version of the HRB (91-93).

8 According to Le Saux’s Lazamon’s Brut: The Poem and Its Source, there are three primary categories for
omissions or contractions of Wace’s text in the Brut, “(a) the omission of technical description; (b) omission of
redundant material, or material not of direct relevance to the plot; (c) omission of details inconsistent with the
portrayal of a given character or episode” (33). Her chapter on “From Wace to Lazamon™ expands on all three points
with specific examples from the siege of the Trojans in Tours to the change of the speeches of Tonuenee during the
Belin and Brennes battle.
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Lazamon’s revision of Wace’s text involves more than two changes to the basic outline
provided by Geoffrey. Lazamon reimagines the story from the English perspective, rejecting the
French influences, especially those involving the courtly traditions surrounding women. In
examining scenes involving violence against women, female characters are hardly as idealized
and revered as in Wace’s Roman de Brut. For example, when Ursele, a noblewoman, sets sail to
Brittany but is overtaken by Melga and Wanis in lines 6027-6045, her kinswomen are murdered,
and she is raped by Melga before he passes her on to his men. This brutality against women in
Lazamon’s Brut is echoed later in King Arthur’s court. After a riot breaks out in court during
dinner, Arthur restores order by commanding that not only should the man who first started the
fight be punished but also “Pa wifmen pa 3e mazen ifinden; of his nexten cunden, / kerued of hire
neose; & heore wlite ga to lose” (11399-11400). ¢

In Wace’s vision of Arthur’s court, female characters are normally the subject of adoration,
as in the tradition of French literature. Wace focused on the chivalry of the Arthurian story more
so than Lazamon does in the Brut: “It was Wace’s poem...which gave the Arthurian court a
chivalric identity by presenting it in terms of the personal and social values of contemporary
society, ascribing to Arthur and his followers in concrete detail the fashionable manners and
chivalric ideals of contemporary courts” (Barron and Weinberg xv-xvi). In this way, Wace’s
verse follows a more romantic (and somewhat nostalgic) tradition than Lazamon’s version.
Lazamon relates the same material from this verse history, but gives more emphasis to how the
events shaped the current political climate of England. Nevertheless, the use of Arthurian

material, already heavily mired in the French romantic style, makes it difficult for Lazamon’s

8 “The women of his immediate family whom you can find, cut off their noses and let their looks be ruined...”
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work to attain the same level of historical gravity as the texts created by his predecessors—
Henry of Huntingdon, William of Malmesbury, Orderic Vitalis—in the mid-twelfth century.
LLazamon’s translation works to re-create Wace’s history in his own language®’ and on his
own terms. Tatlock contends, “Lawman has translated not only his language and style, but also
his cultural background, from those expected among mid-twelfth century Normans to those of
more primitive people; he seems in comparison, to a modern audience, simple-minded and
culturally inexperienced” (489). The author took a more “simplistic” approach to the material
according to Tatlock, excising much of the French courtly tradition. This excision might have
been a product of his own inexperience with French culture or of his “poetic tact in adapting to
an audience which would have found it unintelligible and disturbing” (489). Although Tatlock
may be correct in assuming that Lazamon wished to avoid alienating his audience—a mostly
English-speaking, Anglo-Norman group—there is no evidence to suggest that the author was
somehow “simple-minded” or culturally naive. Indeed, he shows great rhetorical skill throughout
his work and incredibly creative ingenuity in transforming Wace’s 14,866 lines into 16,095 lines.
Keeping close to the source for his “translation,” Lazamon recounts all the historical materials
presented in Wace’s Roman de Brut, but expands mostly on the Arthurian material. The narrative
of King Arthur takes on a much more thematic presence in Lazamon’s Brut; Lazamon continues
expanding the added episodes from the Roman de Brut like the Round Table (more on this
below) to indicate how Arthur becomes a representation of the blending of Saxon and Norman
traditions. Lazamon’s work moved the context of the history away from a mostly Norman
audience and toward a more culturally hybridized one, using characters like King Arthur as

symbols of this change. Examining the surviving manuscripts, biographical details offered in the

67 See “Regional Context and the Language of the Brut” below for more on the differences in style and language.
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prologue, language, and regional context of the text provide insight into this shift in the tone and
focus of Lazamon’s history.

The Manuscripts

Lazamon’s Brut exists in two manuscripts (MSS) currently held at the British Library:
Cotton Caligula A.ix and Cotton Otho C.xiii. The first critical edition of the manuscripts was
compiled by Sir Frederic Madden in 1847. More recently, G.L. Brook and R.F. Leslie compiled
the standard edition of Lazamon’s Brut in 1978 for The Early English Text Society, using both
the Caligula and Otho MSS; additionally, Barron and Weinberg created an edition with
translation of the Caligula in 1995. The Caligula manuscript contains 259 leaves and a number of
Middle English and French pieces (both prose and verse), including Lazamon’s Brut on 192
leaves.%® The Otho was thought to be lost in a fire on October 23, 1731, in the Ashburnam
House, but the text survived, although badly damaged by the flames. It consists of 145 leaves but
lacks the preface to the poem.®® The Otho MS is significantly different linguistically, with more
use of French vocabulary, and much shorter, suggesting it was probably written by a different
scribe than the Caligula. While each text exhibits some adherence to the linguistic traditions of
the region in which it was likely composed,’® the Otho MS seemingly modernizes the archaic
expressions of the author’s supposed southwest Midland’s vocabulary, which will be examined
below. According to Barron and Weinberg, “The indications are that both texts are
independently derived from a common version which cannot have been the author’s original; so

at least three copies of this vast work must once have existed” (ix). Neither manuscript is the

% For a detailed description of the Caligula MS, including notes on scribal handwriting, marginalia, etc., see Brook
and Leslie’s two volume edition or Elizabeth J. Bryan’s “Layamon’s Brut and the Vernacular Text” in Allen,
Roberts, and Weinberg’s Reading Lasamon’s Brut (full bibliographic information in the works cited).

% For a detailed description of the Otho MS, see Allen, Roberts, and Weinberg’s Reading Lazamon’s Brut (full
bibliographic information in the works cited).

0 See below, “Regional Context,” for an analysis of Lazamon’s residency in Worcerstershire.
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work of the author, Lazamon, but of different scribes who may have copied from the same
manuscript or possibly even the author’s original work. Le Saux indicates that “though the Otho
and Caligula versions both descend from extremely close originals, and may have been copied
from the same manuscript (possibly even from Lazamon’s holograph), because of the very
principles which guided the scribal teams in their work, the Caligula text must be considered as
most faithful to the authorial copy” (Lasamon’s Brut 13). Because of the stylistic and linguistic
changes (as well as the abridging of the text), most scholars agree that the Otho MS is inferior to
the Caligula MS, which seems to follow the original holograph more closely.

Indeed, as Lucy Perry indicates, there appears to be a critical bias against the Otho MS.
While Perry’s comparisons of the unique stylistic qualities of the Otho MS indicate a text worthy
of critical analysis, there is no indication that the Otho is a better resource for studying the Brut
than the Caligula. Perry concludes, “The aesthetics of Caligula have overshadowed Otho, but we
should recognize that Otho has its own aesthetic, an aesthetic that lay behind its creation, and one
that is part of the process of interpretation” (83). The aesthetic features of the two manuscripts—
poetic style, language, meter—are distinct enough to warrant critical discussion on which to use
in analyzing the context and purposes of the author’s original work. Indeed, the Otho has value
in terms of both the historical and romantic traditions; however, | believe that the Caligula,
utilizing the linguistic characteristics one would expect of the author’s regional context,*
provides a much better model for understanding the nationalistic goals of the author. As Donald
Bzdyl contends, “An analysis of the differences between the two manuscripts suggests that
Caligula more accurately reflects Lazamon’s original text, while Otho’s is apparently a version

of Caligula, or a manuscript much like it, revised to make the language less archaic and to

"L See sections on “Regional Context” below.
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eliminate much of the poetic elaboration” (8). The changes between the two texts’? make the
Caligula more suited to this analysis, as well as the fact that many scholars argue it reflects the
original holograph more closely.

Date of Composition

One of the biggest problems for a text like the Brut remains the difficulty in ascribing a
specific date of composition, which relates to the specific audience for the text. Lazamon wrote
within a particular historiographical context, reading and responding to the writings of his
contemporaries like all of the authors explored in this dissertation. As Barron notes in “The
Idiom and the Audience of Lazamon’s Brut,” “The two issues [dating and audience] are
interrelated in that identification of the audience would allow us to assume that the idiom of the
poem is that of a particular geographical area and social milieu, whereas a positive date of
composition would serve to define the period at which that idiom was current” (157). Lazamon’s
text may have been composed at a later date than those of Henry, Geoffrey, and Gaimar, but how
much later? Earlier estimates of his Brut place it at the end of the twelfth century, while others
place it from the mid- to late-thirteenth. How far removed historically was Lazamon from these
other historians? His historical context matters when establishing the historiographical tradition
that he may have been accepting or rejecting. Indeed, the question of the date of this work
matters not only when establishing Lagzamon’s specific historiographical context and tradition
but also in understanding the specific cultural and political factors that would influence his

rhetorical goals. Clearly, his work is striving to create some kind of national identity, but in

2 According to J.P. Oakden’s investigations, in 1100 of 1200 cases where the Otho is altered from the Caligula the
reviser replaced a word from the Caligula with a less archaic English word or a French word (Il 172-173). Henry
Cecil Wyld also shares a long list of words and phrases replaced in the Otho from the Caligula (2-23). In addition,
although portions of the Otho were lost in the fire, what remains suggests that the text was originally shorter than the
Caligula, representing some omissions from the history.
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response to what significant historical events? Those reigning monarchs would surely affect his
decision to compose a history based upon the Arthurian model established by Geoffrey. The
window for the possible date of completion of the Brut spans almost the whole of the thirteenth
century; it is difficult given such indeterminacy to point to a specific political or cultural event
that influenced Lazamon’s authorial choices. If Lazamon’s Brut represents the fruition of the
cultural blending between the English and the Normans, at what point did this occur?

Problems arise when trying to assign a specific date to the work precisely because the
original text no longer exists; thus, most critical examinations of the date of composition focus
on the two surviving manuscripts and their relationship to Lazamon’s holograph. As Le Saux
rightly points out, “The dating of the two manuscripts takes on great importance in considering
the Brut, for internal evidence as to the date of composition of the poem is limited” (Lazamon’s
Brut 2). There are references to events in the poem that some might considering “contemporary,”
providing some clues to a date of original composition. Naturally, a period of time would have
passed between the composition of the original text and its copying into these two different
manuscripts; however, the original holograph could not have been produced before 1155, the
date of compostion for Wace’s Roman de Brut, Lazamon’s source material. A.C. Gibbs, in The
Literary Relationships of Lazamon’s Brut, posits, “[ The Otho scribe’s] alterations are brought
about by sheer incomprehension as well as desire to bring the work up-to-date. He preserves the
old style by default, in that he had not the confidence or the inclination to carry through his
modernizing process on large enough scale” (250). In Gibb’s assertion that the scribe attempted
to bring the language “up-to-date,” it is clear he believes the Otho (and Caligula by extension)
would have been copied at a date late enough to effect linguistic change. His claim that the

passage of “sixty or seventy years,” an arbitrary period of time, occurred “between the
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composition of the Brut and its copying by the Otho scribe” provides an interesting perspective
on the relationship between the dating of the manuscripts and the composition of the poem
(Gibbs 250). First, it is necessary though to examine the debate surrounding the dating of the
Caligula and Otho to determine a possible window of time in which Lazamon would have
composed the Brut.

Madden provided the first widely accepted argument regarding the Brut’s date of
composition and the context of the author using such references. Madden opens up the first
debate regarding the Brut’s date of composition, suggesting different dates for both the Caligula
and Otho texts. He divides the Caligula into two portions, the first containing the Brut and the
second comprised of other English and French works, because he believes the Brut was probably
written sometime in the early thirteenth century, while the latter portion was probably composed
around the end of the reign of Henry 111 [1207-1272], citing specific textual and historical
references to support this date” (xxxiv-xxxv). Naturally, the debate about the composition of
both the original holograph and the surviving manuscripts has become quite crowded with new
theories since Madden’s assertion over 150 years ago, and his techniques and assumptions have
been challenged and criticized by a number of critical authors. Of the many scholars who have

weighed the textual and contextual evidence surrounding each MSS, | will explore the arguments

3 For example, the city of Leicester, and its ruined state, is mentioned in lines 1457-59 of Lazamon’s Brut. Madden
claims these lines “no doubt refer to its [Leicester’s] destruction by the forces of Henry II under the Justiciary
Richard de Lucy, in the year 1173” (xviii). In addition, Lazamon’s brief allusion to the change in the pronunciation
of York in lines 1335-37 as having happened “not many years” earlier suggests a period of time later than 1180.
Madden also points to lines 15949-64 as a reference to King John’s [1199-1216] refusal to pay the “Peter-pence”
(xix). Madden believes the proem substantiates his inferences because of Lazamon’s use of past tense when
mentioning Queen Eleanor [1122-1204]. The use of “wes” suggests that at least Henry was dead by the time of the
poem’s composition, and Eleanor might have been as well. Her death in 1204 accords with the reference to King
John in 1205. With all of this evidence, Madden concludes: “... it would appear most probable that it was written or
completed at the beginning of the thirteenth century” (xx). Madden finds a date much later than his contemporaries,
placing Lazamon’s authorship during King John’s [1199-1216] reign, rather than during the reign of Henry Il [1154-
1189] or Richard 1 [1189-1199].
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and dates provided by N.R. Ker, Tatlock, H.B. Hinckley, Herbert Pilch, E.G. Stanley, and,
finally, Le Saux. Some authors discuss the paleographic evidence for the Otho and Caligula to
date the materials as accurately as possible, and others remark on the textual evidence present in
the Brut to ascertain the date of composition for the original poem. Dates for manuscripts greatly
affect the dating of the original poem, as the Caligula and Otho would naturally be copied down
years after Lazamon composed his poem.

For one, N. R. Ker challenges Madden’s textual evidence for his differing dates for the Otho
and Caligula; Ker’s paleographic examination of The Owl and the Nightingale, found in the
Caligula MS, suggests both were composed in the second half of the thirteenth century (ix). Ker
revises Madden’s rather vague dating of the Caligula MS to a more specific window of time.
Also, Ker clearly states that this date applies to all the works in the Caligula: “Cotton’s habit of
binding unrelated manuscripts together is known, but in the present instance, the similarities of
script, layout, and number of lines suggest strongly that ff. 195-261 belonged from the first the
‘Hystoria brutonum’ (Lazamon) on ff. 3-194” (ix). Ker’s paleographic work on the Caligula
provides a later date for the MS and treats the materials found in the Caligula as originating in
the same time period, ¢.1250. Ker also challenges Madden’s claim that the Caligula was written
earlier than the Otho, using paleographic evidence to indicate both were written in the same time
period (ix-xvii). Therefore, both texts would have originated in the latter half of the thirteenth
century.

Outside of paleographic research, Hinckley and Tatlock examine the textual evidence for
contextual clues regarding the poem’s composition. Hinckley points to evidence of a much
earlier date for the composition of the poem and manuscripts than Ker. He claims the lines

regarding Eleanor suggest the poem was written before her rebellion against her husband in 1173
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because she would no longer have been regarded as the noble queen of King Henry after that
point (Hinckley 49). He believed the poem would have been composed sometime after Wace’s
Roman de Brut was completed (around 1157) until about 1165 while the Queen was still a
devoted, child-bearing wife (56-57). However, there is not much support for Hinckley’s claim,
mostly because of the subjectiveness of his interpretation of the lines regarding Eleanor.
Likewise, Tatlock’s Legendary History of Britain argues that Madden’s evidence is insufficient
and instead points to lines concerning Arthur’s passing to Avalon, a passage expanded by
Lazamon from the earlier versions presented by both Geoffrey and Wace: “Bruttes ileude zete
pat he bon on liue, / and wunnien in Aualun mid fairest alre aluen; / and lokied euere Bruttes 3ete
whan Ardur cumen lide” (14290-14292).”* According to Tatlock, “It is impossible not to see an
allusion to Arthur of Brittany (1187-3 April, 1203), posthumous child of Geoffrey, Henry II’s
third son...and murdered as historians believe by King John” (504). King Richard [1157-1199],
having no children of his own, named Arthur his heir, passing over his brother John [1166-1216].
Upon his murder and Richard’s death in April of 1199, Tatlock believes, prince Arthur would
have symbolically been represented as the “Breton hope,” King Arthur (505). In order for the
“Arthur” of the text to be a symbolic representation of the real Arthur, the text would have been
composed during Richard I’s reign somewhere between 1190-1199, before the date provided by
Madden.

Although many scholars believe the poem had to be composed at the turn of the thirteenth
century (and the manuscripts shortly after), Pilch challenges these assumptions and argues the
work was produced much earlier in the twelfth century by returning to textual evidence to

determine the historical context of the poem’s original composition. References to Queen

4 The Britons yet believe that he is alive, and dwells in Avalon with the fairest of all fairy women; and the Britons
still await the time when Arthur will come again.
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Eleanor in the past tense do not suggest to Pilch that Henry Il was dead when Lazamon wrote the
poem, only that the prologue may have been written after the poem. The strongest piece of
evidence Pilch provides relates to Arthur’s final resting place in Avalon instead of Glastonbury,
as Giraldus Cambrensis claims the grave of Arthur and Guinevere was discovered in 1191;
therefore, Lazamon could not have been aware of the “historical” burial place of Arthur and used
the mythological island of Avalon (16). In addition, the dependence on OE and archaic
expressions in the text™ convinces Pilch that the text is from an earlier time period than c. 1200.

These earlier dates of composition were, however, challenged by Stanley’s “The Date of
Composition of Lazamon’s Brut.” Stanley finds Tatlock’s evidence unconvincing, arguing, “the
phrase an Arour might perhaps be said to provide a little point of possible supporting evidence;
in itself it surely cannot be looked upon, as it is by Tatlock, as a chief ground for dating the
poem” (“The Date” 87). The majority of Stanley’s essay points out, quite rightly, that much of
the evidence provided by every scholar cannot point to a specific date of composition, only a
window of time in which the text could have been composed. However, Stanley provides no
definitive conclusion to the date debate. He can only surmise that no evidence exists “that
precludes a date of composition in the thirteenth century” (“The Date” 88). All of the evidence
provided by his own analysis and that of other scholars like Madden, Ker, and Tatlock does not
prove the text was written in any of the dates given, nor does it exclude the notion that the Brut
might be a thirteenth-century literary work.

Perhaps the most compelling discussion of the dating of the Brut comes from contemporary
scholar Frangoise Le Saux in Lagamon’s Brut: The Poem and Its Source. Le Saux notes that

modern analysis and paleographic research have only established a very broad timeline for the

S Explored below in “Regional Context and Language”



86

poem’s composition, between 1190 and 1275 (Lagamon’s Brut 7). Extending over a period of
eighty-five years, this timeline provides little clarity on the Henry referred to in the prologue or
any necessary contextual information about the author. The uncertainty regarding the date clouds
any analysis of possible rhetorical themes. As Le Saux notes, “The revised date of Caligula,
however, extends the possible period of composition over the reign of five kings, two of whom
were called Henry” (Lazamon’s Brut 9). The key reference to a King Henry is integral to the
dating of the poem, but which Henry? Indeed, that both Henrys had queens named Eleanor
makes it even more difficult to reduce the window of composition.

From this point of confusion, Le Saux makes the most plausible argument of all the critics
when she finds herself using Stanley’s critical examination of the Brut and The Owl and the
Nightingale: “it emerges that the poem was written after the death of Henry Il in 1189. Since
King Henry is not referred to as ‘old King Henry’, or by some similar distinguishing mark, it is
clear that the poem must have been written before the accession of Henry Il in 1216” (Stanley,
The Owl 19). Stanley posits that the way in which Henry is referred to in the text suggests that he
must have recently passed away, but based on other textual evidence, the poem could not have
been written after Henry III’s ascension in 1216 or there would be some indication of his newly
appointed status and/or youth. Le Saux adds to Stanley’s argument, stating, “if Lazamon had
written under Henry 111, one would expect the poet to have differentiated the Henry of the
Prologue from the reigning monarch” (Lagamon’s Brut 9). Both Le Saux and Stanley look for
the poet to provide some distinction between the two Henrys, which would be necessary if
Lazamon was writing during the reign of the second most recent monarch to bear the name. All

of this textual evidence leads to Le Saux’s ultimate conclusion:
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This argument is all the stronger in the case of the Brut as the reference to King Henry is
embedded in what was obviously thought of as a serious piece of historical writing, while
the ‘king Henri’ of The Owl and the Nightingale appears in a tale told by the birds, as
fiction within fiction. If the king in The Owl and the Nightingale could conceivably refer
to Henry 111 (supposing that the date of composition of the poem was roughly the same as
that of the Caligula manuscript), the “Henry” of the Prologue of the Brut can only refer to
Henry 11, husband of Eleanor of Aquitaine. (Lasamon’s Brut 9-10)
In navigating the quagmire of issues relating to the ambiguity of the Henry referred to in the
prologue, Stanley and Le Saux find a much more manageable historical window for the Brut’s
composition. Le Saux believes the text must have been composed between 1185 and 1216,
shortly before King Henry II’s death but before the reign of Henry I11. I will use this timeline as
the basis for my understanding of the historical context of Lazamon’s Brut, as this smaller period
of time will be helpful to understanding the historical and regional context of the piece. While
still broad, these dates provide a more specific political context in which to analyze the cultural
and social influences on the writer and any possible constraints. Most significantly, it will
provide an interesting perspective in which to view the language of the Brut.

Regional Context and the Lanquage of the Brut

A more precise window for the date of composition helps the analysis of Lazamon’s own
personal and political motivations and also provides necessary insight into the regional context in
which the poem was composed. Although information about the poem’s original holograph is
scarce, the opening of both manuscripts outlines the specific regional context of the poet. In the
proem to the Caligula MS, Lazamon offers a few lines of introduction: “An preost wes on leoden

Lazamon wes ihoten: / he wes Leouneades sone, -lide him beo Drihten! / He wonede at Ernleze,
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a aedelen are chirechen / vppen Seuaren stap — sel par him puhte - / onfest Radestone; per he
bock radde” (1-5). ’® Interestingly, the Otho MS provides a slightly different opening to the text:
“A prest was in londe. Laweman was hote. / he was Leucais sone. lef him beo Driste. / He
wonede at Ernleie wid pan gode cnipte. / uppen Seuarne. merie per him pohte. / faste bi
Radistone per heo bokes radde” (Otho 1-5). ”” There are obvious differences between the two
prologues, which will be discussed below. But, these descriptions seem to offer some
information on the regional and occupational context of the author, giving insight into his
historical goals, source material, and possible motivations. His location of “Ernle3e” or “Ernley”
is the modern Areley Kings, a village in Worcestershire on the Severn. There is no evidence that
Lazamon was born in Areley [Ernle3e] or the nearby Redstone, but the prologue’s remark on
“reading books” suggests some scholarly and/or religious pursuits in the city of Areley. Barron
and Weinberg comment on the area referenced in this prologue as important to some of the
Arthurian material added to the text: “living where he did (Areley Kings was near the Welsh
marshes) it is not unreasonable to assume he drew upon Welsh sources for additional details of
early British history” (xvi). Areley Kings in Worcestershire County is close (about 90 miles) to
the Welsh border. Similarly, Bzdyl comments on the town and church referenced in the
prologue, agreeing with the assessments of its present-day location. He also contends that “the
village appears to have been relatively insignificant and Layamon’s church, despite the
prologue’s reference to it as ‘noble,” was probably not more than average in size and wealth”

based on the fact that the neither appear in the Worcestershire Rotuli Hundredorum (9).”®

"8There was a priest in the land who was called Lazamon; he was the son of Leovenath — God be merciful to him!
He lived at Areley, by a noble church on the bank of the Severn, close to Redstone — he thought it pleasant there;
there he read books.

" A priest was in the land. He was called Laweman. He was Leuca’s son — God be merciful to him. He lived at
Areley with a good knight. In the upper Severn, close by Redstone / there he read books and felt merry.

8 A list of public records on taxes and tithes during the reigns of Henry 1l and Edward I.
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Lazamon’s residency in Areley in the time period of 1185-1216 reveals much about the
“books” referred to in the proem as well as the various literary influences (and possible sources)
for his own writing. In “Towards a Regional Context for Lawman’s Brut: Literary Activity in the
Dioceses of Worcester and Hereford in the Twelfth Century,” John Frankis offers more
conclusive information about how the regional context of the area might have affected
Lazamon’s linguistic choices. The prologue of the Brut gives some description of the
environment in which Lazamon worked as a priest. He claims to live in a church near Redstone,
under the nearby medieval dioceses at Worcester. Frankis claims that the nearby Worcester and
Hereford probably afforded the author access to a number of OE texts. Of the Cathedral Priory at
Worcester, he writes, “The cathedral held an unusually large number of manuscripts wholly or
partly in Old English; most of these were preserved from the pre-conquest period, but some were
post-conquest copies of Old English texts, attesting to a continuing interest in the preservation of
these texts” (Frankis, “Towards” 55). In Hereford, Frankis finds much less evidence for the
possibility of English literary influences on the author, although there are some famous authors
who can be ascribed to the area, such as Simon of Freen”® (“Towards” 63). The majority of the
texts Lazamon had access to in this church would have been written in OE, which might explain
why his language feels more like a relic of pre-Conquest England mixed with some French
vocabulary. The region itself saw less Norman influence, therefore the language and texts show
fewer transitions to French.

Lazamon’s historical and geographical contexts contribute to the most distinguishing feature
of the Brut—its language. As noted above, the Caligula MS is often considered closer to the

original holograph and therefore closer to the original language used by the poet. In examining

8 Simon of Freen (Simund de Freine) [ca. 1140-1210] flourished in Hereford around 1200 and authored an Anglo-
Norman poem called Le Roman de Philosophie, a work inspired by Boethius’s Consolation of Philosophy.
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just the proem, the alterations to the language and content are evident. The Otho uses more
traditionally Middle English (and French-influenced) words than the Caligula. Otho’s merie and
faste in comparison to the Caligula’s sel and onfaste indicate what some scholars call a
“modernizing” of the text. Despite the Anglo-Saxon language losing cultural currency after the
Norman Conquest, both copies of the poem principally utilize Anglo-Saxon vocabulary and the
stylistic features of Anglo-Saxon poetry. As a poem of the later twelfth/early thirteenth century,
the Brut’s language is obviously influenced by foreign languages, especially that of the
Normans. Henry Cecil Wyld’s multi-part “Studies in Diction of Layamon’s Brut” performs an
extensive examination of the linguistic choices of the text, tracing their English and French roots.
Madden originally claimed to have found over fifty French words in the Brut (xxii), but Wyld’s
list of French vocabulary shared between the Caligula and Otho only lists about twenty,
including: canelé, admirale, catel, and latimer (22-24).8° J.P. Oakden finds the lack of
dependence on French or Scandinavian words most interesting as it suggests “the vocabulary is
almost entirely native in origin....[M]any of Lazamon’s words are both archaic and poetic, that is
to say, they represent survivals of words which even in Old English times were largely confined
to poetry” (II, 172). He remarks on the archaisms in the Caligula of words like “holm, madmes,
scucke, uden, weored,” words consistently replaced by the Otho scribe with modern English or
French words.

The metrical structure of the Brut also emulates OE poetry, favoring (a sometimes uneven)

alliteration over rhyming; however, there are rhyming couplets in the text also, a sign of French

80 The list in its entirety also includes “those French words which O [Otho] substitutes for others of English (or
Scandinavian) origin occurring in the C [Caligula] text” along with words found in both MSS (22). The whole list
can be seen on pages 22-24 of the first section of “Studies in Diction of Layamon’s Brut.” See full bibliographic
information in works cited page.
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influences. For example, in the Caligula, the first three lines rhyme ihoten, Drihten, and
chirechen. In lines 6-9, the poet uses a combination of alliteration and rhyme:

Hit com him on mode; & on his mern ponke.

pbet he wolde of Engle; pa &delen tellen.

wat heo ihoten weoren; & wonene heo comen.

pa Englene londe; &rest ahten

after pan flode; pe from Drihtene com.”8!
These lines show some alliteration in line 8 with wat, weoren, and wonene, and repetition of the
terminal sounds of tellen and comen. Edward Donald Kennedy claims some of these French
influences were no doubt the result of Lazamon’s French source, Wace’s Roman de Brut (2613).
Oakden performed a comprehensive study of the language and poetic forms in the Brut in
comparison to traditional OE poetry, commenting: “Whereas in Old English poetry there is one
poetic compound in every three lines...in Lazamon’s Brut the average is one in forty lines; in
making comparison, however, it must be remembered that The Brut is a poem of 16,000 lines, so
the average number of compounds per line might naturally be less” (II 114). His extensive study
of the poem compares its use of nominal poetic compounds not only to older OE poetry but also
to other Middle English alliterative poetry.8? These compounds, consisting of a simple word
merged with an adjective or some other descriptor, are common to OE. In Brut, these compounds
are found littered throughout the text, like federhome in line 1436 or eord-hus in 15323.

Indeed, Lazamon’s use of mostly Anglo-Saxon poetical traditions in his Brut seems to

Stanley, in his “Lazamon’s Antiquarian Sentiments,” more like a deliberate rhetorical attempt to

8L It came into his mind, an excellent thought of his, that he would relate the noble origins of the English, what they
were called and whence they came who first possessed the land of England after the flood sent by God...

82 Oakden includes a lengthy table of the poetic compounds found in the Brut and other Middle English alliterative
poems on pages 117-129.
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imbue the text with a certain nostalgia or antiquity, perhaps giving more credibility and authority
to the author (25-26). That may be the case, as Kennedy notes that Lazamon is at times rather
sloppy in his reproduction of Anglo-Saxon literature: “his alliteration is irregularly placed or
sometimes absent, and he frequently uses similes, which are not a feature of Anglo-Saxon
poetry. He appears to have made little effort to produce consistently the formulas, vocabulary
and rhythm of Anglo-Saxon alliterative verse, and he seldom uses devices such as kenning and
litotes that one associates with Anglo-Saxon poetry” (2615). In trying to imbue the text with an
“antique coloring,” Lazamon appears inconsistent and careless to Stanley. However, Lazamon
might not be making a calculated attempt to accurately and reliably create a mostly Anglo-Saxon
poem.

Instead, | believe that Lazamon’s use of Anglo-Saxon vocabulary and poetic traditions is
merely meant to point to both his connection to Worcestershire and that learned Saxon tradition
deposited there, as well as his attempt to direct his British history to an English audience, not a
Norman one. His complex use of language relates quite clearly to both the date of composition
and the regional context in which the poem was produced. Lazamon’s language and use of
Anglo-Saxon poetic traditions was probably less a deliberate antiquating of the language, as
Stanley suggests, and more a reflection of the language or dialect of the area. The dialect of
Lazamon’s text seems to validate Frankis’ assertion about Lazamon’s literary influences: “Both
extant versions, in varying degrees, show sufficient traces of a south-west Midlands dialect to
suggest that the original was written in Worcestershire. This corresponds with Lazamon’s own
statement in the Caligula proem that he was a priest at Areley Kings, a parish situated some ten
miles from Worcester” (Barron and Weinberg ix). The corpus of OE literature available to

Lazamon in Worcester, ten miles from Areley, suggests he could have been merely using his
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own dialect to compose the history of the Britons; however, there are some archaisms to the
language that require further explanation. Kennedy explores the complexity of the dialectal
peculiarities of the Brut in The Manual of Writings in Middle English: 1050-1500. In the eighth
volume of the work, Kennedy examines the Brut chronicles, noting: “Caligula appears to be
closer to Lagamon’s text with language more archaic than that of other West Midland texts of the
second half of the thirteenth century. Although some of the apparent archaisms may represent
dialectal peculiarities of Worcestershire in the later thirteenth century, most represent Lazamon’s
attempt to write an ancient form of English” (2613). The “dialectal peculiarities of
Worcestershire” include an adherence to OE vocabulary despite the prominence of Norman
French, the language of the elite for more than a hundred years, which would be odd in the later
thirteenth century. However, as the work was composed in the first half of the thirteenth century,
Kennedy’s “peculiarities” might not be so strange after all.

In fact, Lazamon’s reliance on OE words over those of a Romance origin (e.g., French) in the
entire work suggests the area’s resistance to losing much of the language while blending it with
Norman French. The numerous copies of OE manuscripts, both from before and after the
Norman Conquest, extant in the Cathedral library shed some light on the language of the Brut.
The influence of his environment might even be an indication Lazamon’s poem reflects the
vernacular language of this area, one altered very little despite more than a hundred years of
Norman influence and probably still in use in the speech of the elite and other less rural areas.
The area also might have affected the use of Anglo-Saxon themes as surely as it motivated the
author to emulate the meter and alliteration of OE works. Kennedy notes, “Writing in an

alliterative style and using epic formulas and a predominantly English vocabulary, Lazamon was
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attempting to imitate native meters for an English audience at a time when most secular writing
was in Anglo-Norman or Latin” (2615).

Perhaps some of these linguistic choices were part of Lazamon’s motivation for translating
and transforming Wace’s poem into his own version. In transforming the history of the British
from its roots in Geoffrey’s Latin text through Wace’s French Roman de Brut, Lazamon’s Brut
offers a more Anglo-Saxon vision of the Britons. As discussed above, the indeterminacy of the
poem’s composition date makes contextualization a difficult task. However, as the poem had to
be written after Wace’s Roman de Brut, sometime between the late twelfth and early thirteenth
centuries, the language of England was undergoing massive changes throughout this period. The
Norman elites who brought their French language and customs to England required a system of
governance that needed Norman French, which mitigated the use of the Anglo-Saxon language.
This change to the political and legal structures of the island also changed the manner of
composing literary pieces. Anglo-Norman patrons were unlikely to support writers of Anglo-
Saxon literature. This linguistic change caused a cultural shift in post-Conquest England so that
the majority of texts were written in either French or a more French-influenced version of
English. However, Lazamon’s text suggests that OE was evolving rather organically outside the
importation of the French language in the rural areas of the southwest Midlands.

Both the author’s adherence to “antiquated” OE poetics and his immersion in an area of
Britain that still retained some of the English (Saxon) linguistic styles shaped the language and
poetics of the Brut. The Anglo-Saxon tradition does not have to be re-created perfectly for the
audience to understand that this history is less concerned with the Norman influences on British
history or the romanticized courtly literature associated with King Arthur, but more focused on

mediating the inclusion of the Normans in British history by using Saxon literary traditions.
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Lazamon’s language definitely indicates his predilection for OE poetics, but his content seems
more inclined to the blending of OE and French romantic themes. Perhaps more information
about the author and his allegiances (both personal and political) could further illuminate his
linguistic and thematic decisions; however, there is little that can be definitively stated about
who Lazamon was.
Lazamon

Biographical information on Lazamon is crucial to understanding how political and historical
factors influenced the composition of the Brut. However, Lazamon the author is somewhat of a
mystery. Between the Otho’s and the Caligula’s prologues there are some distinctions between
the references to the author; some spellings have been altered between the two texts. Lazamon
becomes Laweman, and his father’s name alters from Leouneades to Leucaishe. Also, the notion
that Lazamon lived with “a good knight” in the Otho text supplants the Caligula’s description of
Lazamon living at a “noble church.” Both of these alterations can change interpretations of
Lazamon’s background and occupation. In more recent editions of the text and other scholarship,
the details provided in the Caligula and Otho MSS are scrutinized for vital information about the
text’s author. Brooks and Leslie’s 1978 edition of the text does combine both the Otho and
Caligula texts for a side by side comparison of the openings; however, the editors spend little
time discussing the details revealed about Lazamon’s life and focus primarily on the
reproduction of the manuscripts into a more modern form. Scholarship has uncovered very few
details about Lazamon’s life, and there is not much that can be definitively asserted about him.
However, many critical readings of this opening prologue can color the interpretation of the text

and its author’s possible motivations.
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Interestingly, the question of who wrote this biographical prologue has been raised in newer
scholarship of the text. Kelley Wickham-Crowley’s Writing the Future: Lazamon’s Prophetic
History argues that at least the Otho’s prologue was written by a scribe and not the author (15-
19). She mentions the clear distinction between the prologue and the text provided in the Otho,
noted in Brooks and Leslie’s version by the openings “Incipit hystoria Brutonum” in the Caligula
and “Incipit Prologus libri Brutonum” in the Otho, indicating how the biographical information
is to be received as either the start of the history (hystoria) or the start of a prologue (prologus).
Wickham-Crowley also returns to those differences in the texts as further evidence for her claim:
“Caligula proceeds to tell us there was a priest ‘on leoden’ called Lagzamon; in Otho, he is ‘in
londe.” While the distinction is minor, the stress on a people (leod) is important to Lazamon’s
work, as is the link between the people and the land (lond). The confusion or substitution is
interesting” (17). The distinction in wording between the two versions provides an interesting
point of comparison between how the author himself and the scribes identify and define the poet.

Even though the author identifies himself as a preost in the opening lines of the Caligula MS,
Lazamon’s actual profession has been subjected to scrutiny by various scholars. Most of the
debate stems from the author’s name—Lazamon, or Lawman. Based on this appellation, the
author’s occupation should involve the law in some way as he is quite literally a “law man.”
Tatlock’s investigation into the origins and uses of the name, both Lazamon and Lawman, finds
about twenty references to individuals with the former name and over a hundred with the latter
(510-514). Tatlock also uncovers some of the etymology associated with the name:

The name Lazamon, Lawman, is purely Scandinavian in origin.... The office of lawman
(I6gmad) was one of the oldest in Iceland, lasting from 930 to the loss of independence,

and changed form in the present day. It was acquired by popular election, though
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sometime also by inheritance. The lawman originally declared the law, gave legal
opinions and presided at the legislative assembly. Lawmen are often mentioned in the
sagas and elsewhere as performing their official functions; and indeed, being of the
educated class, are known as authors of sagas and other literature. (512)
The author’s name implies a connection to a Scandinavian ancestry, important in both a legal and
literary context. Bzdyl even contends the connection with the Norse 16gmad “may indicate that
the poet was not a native of Worcestershire,” as the name was rather uncommon after the
eleventh century (9). Rosamund Allen has argued that “Lazamon” does not refer to the author’s
name but his profession in legal activities (xxii-iv). Frankis adds to Allen’s argument by showing
that “a class of lawmen established in the late Anglo-Saxon period to mediate in legal disputes
between the Welsh and English (six from each community) in the territory of the Dunsate
(between the lower Severn and Gwent)” was well-known throughout Worcestershire through the
thirteenth century (“Lazamon” 110). The location fits with the Areley Kings area that Lazamon
mentions in his proem (see earlier discussion). Yet, after enumerating the different potential
interpretations of the proem (including its use as surname or as a reference to his occupation as
“legislator”), Frankis can only conjecture as to the usefulness of this information since it is
dependent on the date of composition. Simply put, the name Lazamon would have only had these
legal connotations in this area in the early part of the thirteenth century but not in the latter half
(Frankis, “Lazamon” 124). As such, Frankis cautions readers to leave both possibilities open.
Using Le Saux’s timeline of 1185-1216, there is a possibility the text is referring to a priest who
also engages in legal activities. However, with such scant biographical evidence on Lazamon as
an author, like that of Geoffrey of Monmouth, | believe what is found in the proem; information

provided by the author provides the best opportunity for analyzing the author’s occupation and



98

regional context. Therefore, as Lazamon identifies himself as a priest living at a church in Areley
near Redstone, that must be the part of his identity most relevant to a reading of his work.

Outside the discussion of the author’s name and occupation is the detailed information
provided about his regional context. Tatlock provides a little more conjecture about the alteration
in the Otho text, contending, “There is good reason to think someone concerned with the Otho
prolog had inside information about the poet; not because of the later form of his name
(Laweman), but because his father is here called seemingly by a nickname (Lueca)” (483).
However, Tatlock points out that the various inconsistencies between the texts indicates the
unreliability of the Otho text. In addition, Lazamon’s description of the building as &delen are
chirechen suggests an affinity for his chosen profession and its nobility. Despite being from a
small town, the author, Bzdyl argues, must have been well-traveled, as the prologue indicates:
“Lagamon gon liden; wide 30nd pas leode. / bi-won pa &dela boc; pa he to bisne nom” (14-15).83
Yet, how “widely” the poet wandered is still up for conjecture. Bzdyl believes “[t]he
geographical references in the Brut suggest that Layamon knew southern Wales and south and
southwest London well; of the north and east he seems to have had little more than hearsay
knowledge” (10). Familiarity with areas near Wales and London would make sense given his
proximity to Wales and the necessity to travel to the capital for various sections in his history.
And, as explored above, Lazamon’s proximity to Worcester provided him with access to a
corpus of OE texts that inspired his own writing.

The poem was written between 1185 and 1216 in this regional context, but Lazamon was
also responding to a specific political context that influenced his decision to blend both the Old

and Middle English traditions. These dates mean that the author was probably most influenced

8 Layamon travelled far and wide throughout this land, and obtained the excellent books which he took as a model.
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by the political actions of Kings Richard and John. Obviously, their predecessors would still be
considered an influence on the author’s conception of Britain in a nationalistic sense; Henry II is
significant enough to garner mention in the proem, and Lazamon is re-creating a text that
originated in the great conflict between King Stephen and Matilda. However, Richard and John
would provide the cultural catalyst for creating an epic of English identity and nationalism.
Interestingly, the anxiety regarding Richard’s successor, coupled with the general ill will
assumed to exist between brothers Richard and John, provides a tense historical context in which
Lazamon decided to translate and revise the history of the British people.

Richard and John

King Richard I succeeded his father, Henry I, on 6 July 1189. History has tended to
remember Richard as a pious crusades hero, accepting the mythology associated with his title,
the Lionheart (Ceeur de Leon). Indeed, Richard’s legacy stems from his numerous campaigns
during the Crusades, and as Gillingham points out, “Richard was very like the figure of
romance.... He was a king who led from the front, who inspired admiration because he was so
often to be found in the thick of the fray” (Richard 6). However, his legendary status as a war
hero can sometimes obscure the fact that, as a king of England, he spent very little time in
England. For the majority of his life, Richard was either at war or in the duchy of Aquitaine.
Richard was born in Oxford on the 8 September 1157, the third legitimate son of King Henry 11,
“a Frenchman from Anjou,” and Eleanor, “Duchess of Aquitaine, the duchy which her
forefathers had ruled since the tenth century” (Gillingham, Richard 24). For an English king,
there was very little English in Richard’s ancestry. Gillingham states, “To find an English
ancestor it was necessary to go a long way back in Richard’s genealogy—to one of his great-

grandmothers, Edith, wife of King Henry I”” (Richard 24). His father, Henry II, took the throne
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following King Stephen’s usurpation and the ensuing civil war over the succession. Interestingly,
Henry I1 dealt with problems of succession and familial strife that rivaled those of his mother and
cousin, Empress Matilda and King Stephen, respectively.

As the third son (after William and Henry the Younger), it would seem unlikely that Richard
would succeed his brothers and take the crown from his father. However, circumstances and
marital discord led Henry Il to make Richard his heir. Richard was made Duke of Aquitaine in
June of 1172, at which time his parents became increasingly estranged. Eleanor’s court in
Poitiers became synonymous with the idea of courtly love, and there is some speculation that her
advancement and encouragement of this behavior indicated problems within her own marriage.
For example, Gillingham notes the significance of this courtly tradition when seen through a
political and social lens: “Some literary historians...see it as a revolutionary and subversive moral
doctrine. To glorify love felt for another man’s wife was to flout contemporary notions of
obedience and authority, the authority of the church as well as the authority of the husband”
(Richard 60). Whatever tensions existed between Henry and Eleanor did not outwardly affect
Henry’s kingship until his decision to give young John a number of castles enraged Henry the
Younger King, crowned King of England in 1170, who “had never been assigned any lands from
which he might maintain himself and his Queen in their proper estate” (Gillingham, Richard 63).
Henry the Younger, along with his mother and brothers Richard | and Geoffrey Il [1181-1186],
rebelled against his father in 1173. The revolt caused a significant strain for the family,
especially with regards to the issue of succession. As John was the only son to side with his
father Henry, due to his young age, it was thought that he would be the heir. However, Richard’s
defection from the rebellion allowed him to take control over many of the more insubordinate

barons and strengthen his position, although the terms of his reconciliation with his father did not
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leave him much power or money. After the death of his elder brother, Henry the Younger King,
Richard was next in line for the throne, but his father demanded instead that he relinquish control
over Aquitaine. Richard joined forces with Philip Il of France [1165-1223] and attempted to
usurp Henry II. As these two political allies defeated Henry’s armies, Henry was forced to name
Richard the successor shortly before his death in 1189.

All the familial feuds and fighting over succession (most of which took place outside of
England) left the people of England wholly divorced from their rulers. The fact that the king’s
wife and sons would battle against their sovereign must have had quite an impact, especially on
the educated men of the clergy, who must have taken sides in the dispute just as the barons did.
The recent civil war between Matilda and Stephen may have seemed less dramatic than the
revolt between Henry Il and his family based solely on the fact that a wife turned against her
husband and sons against their father—the closer familial bonds perhaps making the betrayals
more significant to the people. The English dealt with generations of familial conflict in their
rulers, as well as being used as a means to support King Richard’s Crusade efforts.

Richard’s lack of concern for his people extended beyond his disconnect from their physical
presence, language, cultures, and customs. Despite knowing the problems with succession that
befell his ancestor Henry |, who died without an acceptable male heir, Richard was almost never
in the same country as his wife, Berengaria of Navarre [c. 1165-1230], as he was constantly at
war, and therefore never produced a child. Uncertainty over rulership continued to plague the
English because, although Richard’s brother John might have seemed the most likely to succeed
him, there was obviously controversy with this decision due to John’s alignment with their father

in the earlier conflicts and his own rebellions against Richard.
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John, the youngest of Henry’s sons, remained in his father’s favor until Henry’s death, even
though he was not named the heir. Under his brother Richard’s reign, John unsuccessfully
attempted to rebel when Richard was captured during the Third Crusade. Having left the political
authority of England in the hands of Bishop Hugh de Pusiet and William Mandeville, Richard
joined the Third Crusade after making his brother promise not to visit England during his
absence. Richard relented when his mother Eleanor requested that John be allowed to visit, but
John’s disagreements with Richard’s chancellor, William Longchamp, provided an opportunity
for John to lay claim to the throne as Richard’s only living heir (Warren, W.L. 40-41). When his
brother did not return from the Crusades, John formed an alliance with Philip Il, declared
Richard most likely dead, and fought against Richard’s supporters. However, Richard was only
temporarily detained, taken prisoner on his way to England and held for ransom by Emperor
Henry VI [1165-1197] in Dirnstein, Austria. Upon his return, Richard forgave his brother, and
John maintained the outward appearance of loyalty to his king after his attempt failed and,
despite his thwarted usurpation, was named king after Richard’s death.

John is unfavorably remembered as one of the most ineffective kings of England. From the
loss of Normandy around 1204 to the Baron’s Revolt that led to the signing of the Magna Carta
in June of 1215, John’s reign was filled with disappointments but also significant social changes.
The mismanagement of his barons was one of the biggest criticisms of King John, as Ralph
Turner indicates: “Any successful medieval monarch had to keep his barons contented if he was
to govern successfully, and English kings in the later Middle Ages often created a ‘court party’
of favoured nobles. Yet John recruited only a handful of great men for his household, and mutual
mistrust characterized his relations with his barons” (175). The mistrust between John and his

barons unfortunately affected his ability to gain support and resources for his campaigns to
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recover Normandy, which he lost in a disastrous campaign from 1202 to 1204 against Philip, and
govern his people. Eventually, John’s continual request for funds and the enmity between
himself and nobility led to a civil war in the spring of 1215.

The rebellion of baronage was only slightly quelled when John was forced to agree with the
Magna Carta at Runnymede on June 15, 1215. The Great Charter significantly limited the power
of the monarchy in England, influencing the political future of the island and eventually
becoming the foundation of constitutional law, even though it was initially annulled by Pope
Innocent I11. The original 1215 draft contained sixty-three chapters “aimed at remedying specific
problems, not at applying philosophical principles” (Turner 240). In essence, the charter asserted
certain liberties for citizens (landholding individuals, nobility, and knights) and compelled John
to admit that his will as king was not arbitrary. Unfortunately for the barons, John resisted
instating the Magna Carta and died while continuing the fight against his noblemen. His death,
however, did assure the survival of the charter and its influence on the English political
landscape. This event, like Richard’s protracted time in France and in the Holy Land, provides a
rich historical backdrop for the composition of Lazamon’s Brut.

Political turmoil, familial betrayals, battles over succession, and courtly plots littered the
reigns of both Richard and John, not unlike the world of the Arthurian court reproduced in
Lazamon’s poem. For example, Mordred’s attempted usurpation of the throne again mirrors a
familial betrayal in the ruling dynasty, only this time it represents the rebellions of Richard
against his father Henry and of John against his own brother. Also, more significantly,
Guenevere’s betrayal of Arthur is amplified in the Brut. As in Geoffrey, Guenevere is taken by
Mordred, but Arthur is much more hurt by her seeming loss of resolve in Lagamon’s telling. The

knight who carries the devastating news of Mordred’s usurpation of the throne must also contend
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with Arthur’s utter disbelief in his wife’s betrayal: “no Wenhauer mi quene; wakien on ponke. /
nulled hit biginne; for nane weorld-monne” (14039-14040).8* Once he is assured that she has in
fact become Mordred’s queen, Arthur’s anger turns violent against his once beloved Guenevere:
“ford ich wulle bu3e; in to-ward Bruttaine. / and Moddred ich wulle s[l]an; & pa quen for-berne.
/ and alle ich wulle for-don; pa biluueden pen swike-dom” (14065-14067). 8 That the queen’s
disloyalty is highlighted more in Lazamon’s work than in Geoffrey’s suggests the author might
be motivated by Queen Eleanor’s treachery against King Henry II and wishes to show the
consequences of a wife’s betrayal.

Arthurian legends had become a key part of the historical and romantic literary traditions of
the period, and Lazamon made a conscious decision to revise the Arthurian story again in his
poem. In this way, the historical tensions associated with the Normans, from the Conquest to the
anarchy to the Plantagenet familial problems, are eased through the creation of a chronicle that
highlights the hybridity of Norman plus Saxon instead of emphasizing one aspect of English
identity. This hybridity is best represented through the character of King Arthur, and as | argue
below, he becomes a perfect example of the all the best Norman and Saxon attributes.

Inscribing the Normans into English History

Lazamon approaches the matter of Britain from an English perspective, but he does so in a
way that integrates the disparate cultures of Norman, Welsh, and Saxon. In essence, Lazamon
uses the history of the Britons to inscribe the Norman aristocracy, leaders from William through
John, into the historiography of England. Such a move necessitates the use of features from all

the differing cultural traditions. For the Welsh, Lazamon integrates their mythology (mostly in

84 .that Guenevere my queen would weaken in resolve; never would she do so, not for any man on earth.
8. T will set out towards Britain, and I will slay Mordred and burn the queen, and I will destroy all who approved
that treachery.
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reference to Merlin and Arthur). The Saxons are reflected through the use of the “archaic”
English language. But for the Normans, the process becomes a little trickier. The effects of
Norman Conquest and the shifting of English identity are mostly referenced through the ways in
which Lazamon reinterprets the texts of his predecessors, translating and transforming them into
a new English history.

Lazamon’s project is translating Wace’s French text into the English vernacular, which
becomes a symbolic representation of the transformation of English identity. His history marks
one of many steps in the translating and transforming of British history to reflect the
amalgamated Anglo-Norman culture. Tiller notes that histories like the Brut involve translation
of both the language and the culture of the subjugated peoples, in this case the Britons; in the
process of translating, some appropriation of elements of the conquered culture can occur
(Lagzamon’s 2). So, Geoffrey, who calls himself Geoffrey of Monmouth (Galfridus
Monemutensis), appropriating, at the very least, a geographical association with the Welsh (the
Britons’ successors), translates their British tongue into Latin, the language of educated currency
during the twelfth century. Wace takes Geoffrey’s Latin translation of the British tongue and
makes it even more accessible to the Norman audience by translating it into French; ultimately,
Lazamon uses these two sources to create a Middle English text that successfully bridges the
historical and linguistic gap between the Britons and the Anglo-Norman English. He is actually
recounting a colonial vision of Briton’s history, which mirrors his contextual situation quite
clearly:

Lazamon’s self-conscious historio-linguistic construct exposes the translation of history
as displacement of cultures and appropriation of their historical traditions. As a history of

translation itself, then, the Brut ultimately dramatizes the English language’s suppression
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and lays the foundations for its re-emergence. It calls for a reassessment of the English
language and English ethnic identity in the face of Anglo-Norman and Angevin literary
traditions that threaten to eclipse both. (Tiller, Lasamon’s 31)
In choosing Wace and Geoffrey as his sources and attempting to re-create the Anglo-Saxon
linguistic style in his chronicle, Lazamon enacts the history of the English people through the
composition of the Brut. The text brings Anglo-Saxon and Welsh cultural influences to bear on
the history of Britain even as both cultures are being marginalized, resisting the eradication of
these identities through the representation of a hybridized history and culture.

Colonizing Albion

Formulating a hybridized version of English history involves explicitly commenting on the
anxieties and tensions relating to the repetitive patterns of colonization in Britain. Colonization is
the means by which these cultures come into direct contact with one another and eventually
unevenly coalesce to form the hybrid culture of Britain. As such, Lazamon begins his history
with the first episode of colonial aggression against the native inhabitants of Albion, choosing to
emphasize the supernatural predestination of the first Britons. Lazamon’s Brut expands upon
many of the episodes provided in Geoffrey’s HRB and Wace’s Roman de Brut, including the
lineage of Brutus, which is quite important to the formation of British identity. Expansion is a
key difference between Geoffrey and Lazamon, signifying the way in which Lazamon integrates
the historical and cultural influences of his context and adds to Geoffrey’s history. John P.
Brennan argues that Lazamon’s adaptation of Geoffrey’s and Wace’s versions the history of the
Britons “turns the legendary dynastic history of Britain into the national epic of England” (19).
The story of Brutus’s dream-vision from Diana is also inflated by Lazamon, highlighting the

importance of divine providence:
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pa puhte him on his swefne par he on slepe laei

pat his lauedi Diana hine leofliche bhieolde

mid wnsume leahtren. Wel heo him bihihte,

and hendiliche hire hond on his heued leide,

and pus him to seide per he on slepe lai:

“Bizende France, i pet west, pu scalt finde a wunsum lond...

Wuniad in pon londe eotantes swide stronge.

Albion hatte pat londe, ah leode ne beod par nane

berto pu scalt teman and ane neowe Troye par makian.” (613-625) 8¢
In this vision, Diana seems much more agreeable to the British founder, greeting him “lovingly
with pleasant smiles.” Her pleasantness suggests a more overt affection for the Britons not found
in earlier versions of the story, like Geoffrey’s, which indicates that Brutus and his descendants
have the good will of the gods on their side and a divine right to the land. Diana’s prophecy is
much more detailed in Lagamon’s version, even mentioning the one detail that Geoffrey’s Diana
leaves out—the giants. This land, although destined for Brutus, contains a population of
“eotantes” that must be dealt with for the Britons to properly claim their new Troy.

Lazamon seems to be making a clear point about colonial existence in the early medieval
period with these giants. Diana cannot promise Brutus a completely empty island, and these
brutish giants can be seen as the native inhabitants, even if they are not identified as humans.
Although Lazamon claims no one lives on the island, the point remains that no new territory is

ever uninhabited, as there are giants that occupy the land. History thus becomes a repetitive

8 |t seemed to him in his dreams as he lay asleep that his lady Diana looked upon him lovingly with pleasant smiles.
She promised him good fortune, graciously laying her hand upon his head and spoke to him thus as he lay asleep:
‘In the west, beyond France, you shall find a pleasant land....In that land there dwell most powerful giants. That
land is called Albion, but there are no people there. You shall go to that land and build there a new Troy.’
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process of conquest, colonization, and appropriation. The episodes with the giants signify the
inability to escape the colonial atmosphere of the period, which leads to disruption and
destruction. The giants cause problems for the new inhabitants, resisting the colonizing efforts of
the Britons:

Hit ilomp on ane daze; pat Brutus & his dugede.

makeden halinesse; mid wrscipen hesen....

blisse wes on hirede.

wes al pat folc swa blide; swa heo neoren nauer er on liue.

Pa comen peere twenti; teon of pan munten.

eotendes longe; muchele & stronge.

Heo tugen alle to-gadere; treon swide muchele,

heo leopen to Brutus folke; per heo hurtes duden.

In are lutle stunde; heo slowen fif hundred. (911-921) &’
The giants interfere with the Britons’ efforts to create a home with happiness and enjoyment of
their religious rites. The giants resist a colonial force that seeks to establish its own religious and
cultural principles, and they do so with deadly force.

The Britons turn their attention to eradicating the hostile native population and are mostly

successful, except when it comes to Goemagog. However, he is vanquished by Corineus, who
throws him over a cliff. The moment seems like a celebration of the Britons’ supremacy over the

natives, but curiously, Goemagog still becomes inscribed on the landscape of Britain: “Nu and

87 It happened one day that Brutus and his followers were performing holy rites with solemn ceremony....there was
joy among the people; that whole company was happier than they had ever been. Then there came, drawn from the
hills, twenty tall giants, massive and of great strength. Each one of them bore a very large club; they attacked
Brutus’s followers, inflicting injury upon them; within a short space of time they killed five hundred.
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@uermare hauede pat clif pare / nome on @lche loedoe pat pat weos Geomagoges lupe” (964-
965). 8 The giants cannot be completely eradicated from the island or its history because their
metaphoric existence continues. In this way, they are inscribed into the identity of the land
through the act of naming, which places them into the oral and written history of England. The
same idea applies to the cultural traditions that preceded the Norman Conquest: Welsh and
Saxon cultures, traditions, names, and figures cannot be completely eliminated from the island or
the historical tradition, but they can be absorbed into the new culture.

This same theme is also reflected in Lazamon’s preoccupation with names and naming,
especially geographic names. Lazamon marks the important moment when Albion’s name is
transformed to reflect its new rulers: “He wes ihaten Brutus, pis lond he clepede Brutaine; / and
pa toinisce men pa temden hine to harre / s&fter Brutone Brutuns heom cleopede; / and 3ed pe
nome laested and a summe stude cleouied faste” (978-981).8% Lazamon takes the time to inform
his readers that the name Britain still persists to this day, suggesting that although Britain has
transitioned into an Anglo-Norman territory, it still retains markers of its original identity, all the
way back to its Trojan roots. Brutus wishes to be remembered, as do his followers, the Britons.
Their culture may be subjugated by the end of this history, but their name remains as a symbolic
resistance to the destruction of their identity.

The episode regarding the naming of Britain’s major city, New Troy, also reflects the ever-
changing quality of colonial existence, although it portrays a less positive outlook on this
condition. Lazamon’s text provides more information on the frequent name changes of the city

than Geoffrey’s HRB and even includes a justification for the constant re-labeling. After

8 Now and evermore the cliff there, because of Goemagog’s leap, is known by that name among all men.
8 He was called Brutus, this land he called Britain; and the Trojans who deferred to him as leader called themselves
Britons after Brutus; and the name endures still and persists unchanged in some places.
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describing the name change from New Troy to Lud, Lazamon continues his narration into a more
contemporary context:

Seodden comen Englisce men and cleopeden heo Lundene.

Seodden comen pa Frensca pa mid fehte heo biwonnen,

mid heora leo-deawe and Lundres heo heten.

pus is pas burh iuaren sedden heo a&rest wes arered;

pus is pis eitlond igon from honde to hond

pet alle pa burhzes pe Brutus iwrohte

and heora noma gode pa on Brutus dei stode

beod swide afelled purh warf of pon folke. (1029-1036) *°
Lazamon’s commentary seems to validate Tiller’s claim that “[t]he repeated conquest and
reconquest of Britain led to a belief that continual conquest was endemic to the isle, and hence
must be the result of divine judgment” (Lazamon s 10). While Tiller makes an excellent point
with regards to the continuous pattern of conquest related in this passage, | believe Lazamon’s
use of divine figures does not necessarily indicate the same preoccupation with moral judgment
found in both Geoffrey’s HRB and Henry’s HA.

Divine judgment and predestination are important to the history of the Britons, but mostly as

a literary trope. Lazamon builds upon the work of his predecessors, who saw the ruin of each of
these cultures as part of God’s judgment. He includes these divine episodes as part of the
historiographic tradition but is more concerned with the transformative effect of the constantly

changing names, which reflect a constantly shifting cultural identity. The act of renaming the

% The Englishmen came and called it Lunden. Next came the French who conquered it in war and, according to the
usage of their country, they called it Londres. Thus has this city fared since it was first built; thus has this island
passed from hand to hand so that all the cities which Brutus founded have been brought low and their proper names
which they bore in the days of Brutus obliterated through changes in the population.
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island becomes more than just an act of remembrance; it is also a way of re-inscribing the
identity of the island. The place and its inhabitants have been conquered; therefore, they cannot
continue to operate under the same label. Albion transforms, or is translated, into Britain,
signifying the new culture and language of its conquerors. Similarly, cities like New Troy will be
altered under the direction of the new rulers. Rather than overwriting the cultural impact and
memory of the previous inhabitants, these changes enhance the identity of the place by adding
another layer of history.
King Arthur

Although the Brut uses Anglo-Saxon language for its structure, the poem focuses much of its
attention on a mostly Breton hero. As Tatlock points out, “The poem is also an imposing marker
for a great transition. The derivation of its matter is purely French, its manner purely English”
(485). Arthur’s reign takes up more than a third of the Brut and represents the fruition of the
dynastic prophecy given to Brutus. As a character, Arthur gets slightly reworked in Lazamon’s
text, transforming the lone savior of the Britons in Geoffrey’s work into a symbolic
representation of cultural hybridity. Geoffrey’s historical project seems motivated by a desire to
not only elevate but also lament the condition of the Britons. However, he is obviously critical of
the Welsh, whom he sees as the unworthy successors of the Britons. In the end, the Britons are
no great opposition to the Saxon invasion, and Geoffrey’s history only seems to highlight what
Faletra calls their “innate defeatedness” (“Narrating” 82). The expanded and exaggerated Arthur
of Lazamon’s Brut, however, represents the dynastic authority of the Britons and their modern-
day counterparts, the Welsh.

Like his earlier incarnation, this Arthur has a touch of the mythical in both his conception

and upbringing. The magical machinations of Merlin allow Arthur’s father, Uther, to seduce
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Arthur’s mother, Ygerne, in the guise of her husband, Gorlois. Once Arthur is born, a flock of
fairy creatures bestow upon him all the necessary gifts to assure a long and successful kingship:

Sone swa he com an eorde; aluen hine iuengen.

heo bigolen pat child; mid galdere swide stronge.

heo 3euen him mihte; to beon bezst alre cnihten.

heo 3euen him an-oder ping; pat he scolde beon riche king.

heo 3iuen him pat pridde; pat he scolde longe libben.

heo 3ifen him pat kine-bern; custen swide gode.

pat he wes mete-custi; of alle quike monnen.

bis pe alue him 3ef; and al swa pat child ipzh. (9609 -9616)°
This episode is entirely absent from Geoffrey’s account but does seem to reference the legendary
Welsh folklore surrounding the hero. In imbuing the character with these “fairy gifts,” Lazamon
makes Arthur a more romantic hero with godlike qualities and superhuman potential.

This King Arthur is not just a Brittonic hero; he also represents the ideal model of Anglo-
Saxon kingship,? symbolizing a hybrid of both of the conquered British people, the Welsh and
the Saxons. In one description of Arthur as a king, Lazamon writes: “Pa pe Ardur wes King;
harne nu seollic ping / he wes mete-custi; &lche quike monne / cniht mid pan bezste; w[u]nder
ane kene / he wes pan 3ungen for fader; pan alden for frouer / and wid pan vawise; w[u]nder ane
sturnne. / woh him wes wunder lad. and pat rihte a leof; / &lc of his birlen; & of his bur-paeinen.

/ & his ber-cnihtes; gold beren an honden. / to ruggen and to bedde; iscrud mid gode webbe”

91 As soon as he came upon earth, fairies took charge of him; they enchanted the child with magic most potent; they
gave him strength to be the best of all knights; they gave him another gift, that he should be a mighty king; they
gave him a third, that he should live long; they gave him, that royal child, such good qualities that he was the most
liberal of all living men; these the fairies gave him, and the child thrived accordingly.

9 In general, the trope of the god cyning involves a figure who displays great courage, loyalty, and, most
importantly, generosity.
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(9946-9954).% As an archetypal Anglo-Saxon king, Arthur generously gives gold to his retainers
and servants, keeping them in fine clothing and comfortable lodgings. Arthur is Beowulf-like in
his boldness and dedication to doing what is right. In fact, Lazamon goes so far as to specifically
echo Beowulf when establishing Arthur as an Anglo-Saxon god cyning: “Pbe king heold al his
hired; mid ha3ere blise / & mid swulche pinges; he ouer-com alle kinges. / mid rahzere
strengde; & mid riche-dome. / swulche weoren his custes; pat al uolc hit wuste. / Nu wes Ardur
god king; his hired hine lufede / &c hit wes cud wide; of his kine-dome” (9957-9962).%* Arthur
contains elements of the fantastical Welsh mythology and magic blended with all the strength
and generosity of an Anglo-Saxon king. He becomes the perfect model of hybridity,
demonstrating all the best qualities of each culture.

As a representation of this blending of Welsh and Saxon characteristics, Lazamon’s Arthur
conveys that same sense of political and cultural hybridity to his kingdom. After spending the
beginning of his reign avenging his father, repelling the Saxons, and conquering Ireland, Arthur
enjoys twelve years of peace before his kingdom is disrupted by rivalries and in-fighting: “Pat
folc wes of feole londe; per wes muchel onde. / for pe an hine talde hah; pe oder muche herre”
(11355-11357). *® Arthur’s thanes from various lands find themselves warring for supremacy
over each other, causing turmoil instead of peace. Arthur’s response to the rivalries is to build his
famous Round Table:

...moni per feollen.

9 When Arthur was king—now listen to a marvelous matter—he was generous to every man alive, among the best
of warriors, wonderfully bold; he was a father to the young, a comfort to the old, and with the rash extremely stern;
wrong was most hateful to him and the right was always dear. Each of his cup-bearers and his chamberlains and his
footmen bore gold in hand, wore fine cloth on back and bed.

% The king kept all his followers in great contentment; and by such means he surpassed all kings, by fierce strength
and by generosity; such were his virtues that all nations knew of it. Now Arthur was a good king; his followers
loved him and it was known far beyond his kingdom

% Those men were from many lands: there was fierce rivalry because the one accounted himself great, the other
considered himself greater.
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for heore mucchele mode; mord-gomen wrohten.

and for heore hehse cunne; &lc wolde beon wid-inne.

Ah ich pe wulle wurche; a bord swide hende.

pat per magen sitten to; sixtene hundred & ma.

al turn abuten; pat nan ne beon wid-uten.

wid-uten and wid-inne. mon to-3aines monne. (11431-114367)%
At this table, all people are represented equally; the round table guarantees that no one leads the
group at the head of the table and ensures everyone can be easily seen. Arthur’s conception of
the round table also reflects an ideal of cultural hybridity, in which each ethnicity is equally
represented and none is privileged over another. Arthur emphasizes that each “noble lineage” is
significant but not more significant than any other that helped to bring together this peaceful
kingdom. Lazamon’s Arthur indicates the author’s desire to point out the importance of each
colonized and colonizing culture, while being mindful not to single out one particular ethnicity
as dominant over another.

Composing after the HRB, the Brut’s author also has the ability to include elements of the
future of King Arthur’s representation in his British history. The author witnessed the
transformation of Geoffrey’s historical hero into a literary celebrity. Lazamon writes about the
continued presence of Arthurian content throughout numerous British works, commenting on
their alterations and exaggerations to the story of the Briton king. He states:

Ne al soh ne al les pat leod-scopes singed;

ah pis is pat sodde bi Ardure pan kinge.

% _..having engaged in deadly play out of their excessive pride, each expecting by right of his noble lineage to be
included there. But I will make you a very fine table round, the full extent of which sixteen hundred and more may

be seated, one man facing another round the outside and the inside, so that none shall be excluded.
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Nes nauer ar swulc king, swa dui purh alle ping;

for pat sode stod a pan written hu hit is iwurden,

ord from pan &nden, of Ardure pan Kinge,

no mare, no lasse, buten alse his lazen weoren.

Ah Bruttes hine luueden swide and often him on lized,

and suggeo feole pinges bi Ardure pan kinge

pat nzeuere nes iwurden a pissere weorlde-richen. (11465-11470)%
Arthur becomes a metaphor for “historical translation” (Tiller, Lazamon’s 188). Over time, the
transmission of his story has been altered, expanded, rewritten in such a way that the character
embodies the positive traits most exalted by his authors and their cultural backgrounds. The
eventual conquest of the Britons is just a natural part of medieval civilization, as is the process of
history writing. This particular episode represents the importance of historiography to the
national identity of the island and Arthur’s participation in this process of creating a history that
does not privilege one culture over another but celebrates the uniqueness of each colonized
ethnic group. Tiller mentions:

Arthur’s struggle to resist the territorial displacement of the Britons by foreign invaders

and the replacement of British history by foreign history comes to reflect Lawman’s own

resistance to the historiographic paradigm used by Anglo-Norman historians in their

attempts to legitimize their domination of England—a paradigm that depended upon the

appropriation and reinterpretation of English historical material. (Tiller, “The Truth” 29)

9 What minstrels sing is not all truth nor all lies; but this is the truth about King Arthur. Never before was there such
a king, so valiant through thick and thin; for the truth of what befell king Arthur from beginning to end has been
recorded in the writings, his acts just as they were, no more, no less. But the Britons loved him greatly and often tell
lies about him, and say many things of King Arthur which never happened in this mortal world.



116

Lazamon’s history is not about asserting Norman dominance over the Welsh and the Saxons but
about widening the historiographical tradition to include the cultural influences of these ethnic
groups.

The death of King Arthur provides another moment for Lazamon to reiterate the importance
of the Welsh to the history of England. Arthur’s departure for Avalon is expanded from what
Geoffrey provided in his HRB, and these changes should be noted as part of Lazamon’s
rhetorical strategies to aggrandize the Welsh and portray them sympathetically: “Bruttes ileued
3ete; pat he bon on liue. / and wunnien in Aualun; mid fairest alre aluen. / and lokied euere
Bruttes 3ete; whan Ardur cumen lide /...Bute while wes an wite3e; Mearlin ihate. / he bodede mid
worde; his quides weoren sode. / pat an Ardur sculde 3ete; cum Anglen to fulste” (14291-
14298).%8 There is an interesting change here, not just to the story of King Arthur but to
Lazamon’s labeling of the Britons. Arthur’s people are referred to as the “Bruttes,” but those
who wait for “an Ardur” are the people of England, the “Anglen.” Brennan notes this particular
shift: “The change to ‘Anglen’ from the earlier reference to the ‘Bruttes’ is not a clumsy slip
from the quill of a rustic English clergyman....Lazamon in effect transfers the hopes of the
ancient Britons to the contemporary English, who—at least as the narrator represents them—
yearn for an Arthur to restore the kingship now in ‘alien’ hands” (Brennan 22). The “Bruttes” are
now the English, which invokes the blending of the Welsh and Saxon cultures of the island.
Lazamon accepts this change to the naming of the island and its inhabitants and implicitly
connects the Welsh to the Saxons, as both cultures have seen and will see their colonization of

the island overtaken by an invading force. As such, Arthur becomes not only a Briton hero but

% The Britons yet believe that he is alive, and dwells in Avalon with the fairest of all the fairy women; and the
Britons will await the time when Arthur will come again...But there was once a seer called Merlin who
prophesied—his sayings were true—that an Arthur should come again to aid the people of England.
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also a Saxon hero. He represents the desire to not be forgotten or eradicated from the history of
the island and hope, not of restoration but of reclamation. Reclaiming the Welsh and Saxon parts
of British identity becomes necessary for the narrative of Anglo-Norman identity.
Lazamon’s end to his long history also takes care to avoid marking the Welsh as somehow

responsible for their own defeat, as they seem to be in Geoffrey’s HRB:

pees Bruttes on &lc ende; foren to Walisce londe.

and heore lazen leofeden; & heore leodene paeuwen.

and 3et wunie[0] paere; swa heo dod auere-maere.

& Anglisce kinges; walden pas londes.

& Bruttes hit loseden; pis lond and pas [leoden]

pbat naeuere seodden meere; kinges neoren here.

Pa 3et ne com pes ilke deei; beo heonne-uord alse hit mei.

i-wurde pet iwurde; i-wurde Godes wille. (16089-16096)%°
Lazamon avoids the moral upbraiding offered by Geoffrey and merely recounts the redistribution
of the Britons to Wales. He does not blame them for their condition, nor does he make any
comments on their depravity. In fact, the Britons live in accordance with “laws and customs.”
Lazamon also leaves open the possibility for their recovery of the island. The day for their
sovereignty has passed and has not come again—yet. If that event should come to pass in the

future, it would be God’s will.

% The Britons flocked from every region to Wales, and lived according to their laws and customs of that nation; and,
what is more, will live there, as they now do, for evermore. And English kings gained sovereignty over these lands,
and the Britons lost it, lost this land and the sovereignty of this nation, so that never since that time have they been
kings here. Such a day has not yet come, whatever may come to pass hereafter; come what may, let God’s will be
done.
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Conclusion: Transforming England

Lazamon’s efforts to put the Britons back into the English history may have a slightly pro-
Welsh perspective, especially when he does not completely suppress the possibility of the Welsh
being restored to their previous domination of England. However, this should not suggest that the
Brut is anti-Norman. Faletra, in “Once and Future Britons: The Welsh in Lawman’s Brut,”
indicates that Lazamon is merely commenting on the uncertainties of existing in a colonial
environment. None of the ethnic groups who laid claim to Albion, Britain, and England have
held onto it forever. At the hopeful moment at the end of the Brut, Lazamon leaves the future in
God’s hands since the natural state of the island is one of conquest and colonization, the result of
divine judgment.

In addition, Faletra argues, “The poet’s deliberate archaism is in fact consistent with the
political teology of his vernacular verse history” (“Once” 2). As we have seen, the poet’s
language, whether deliberately or habitually archaic, represents a fondness and loyalty to a poetic
style the author was familiar with because of his regional context. This poetic choice should not
be considered evidence that Lazamon opposed the Norman elites. Despite the tense anxiety
relating to problems of succession and ruling with the Norman kings, Lazamon expresses a clear
desire to reflect the culture of an Anglo-Norman England, one that represents all the best aspects
of England’s long history. His affection for histories, as mentioned in his proem and evidenced
by his use of Arthurian tales, indicates a preoccupation with the importance of the
historiographic tradition. Faletra correctly claims, “The Brut represents political struggle in its
resistance to totalizing historiographies that produce histories of Britain to maintain Norman
insular hegemony” (““Once” 2). This history does not seek to place any particular group as the

dominant culture in English identity. The work as a whole becomes about the historical process
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of translating the past into the future. Taking the work of an early twelfth-century historian like
Geoffrey, who is writing during a period of intense civil upheaval, and moving into his current
context, Lazamon can accurately transform Geoffrey’s Britain into an England that has moved
beyond the strict designations of Welsh, Saxon, and Norman and into a more hybridized and

post-colonial island.
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Chapter 3 — Henry of Huntingdon’s Historicizing of the Present

“Vbi autem floridius enitescit uirorum fortium magnificentia, prudentium sapientia,
iustorum iudicia, temperatorum modestia, quam in rerum contextu gestarum?” (Prologue 2).1%
From the very beginning of his Historia Anglorum (HA), Henry of Huntingdon establishes his
love of history, as it provides the best reflection of the human condition. Unlike other historians
of the twelfth-century, Henry avoids Arthurian material and its folkloric traditions, instead
focusing on the mostly documented events of both the ancient and recent past. Writing between
1123 and 1154, Henry continually revises the HA throughout his lifetime, updating it to bring
contemporary events into his worldview. The fact that Henry not only updates the HA but also
creates a comprehensive history that runs from the Roman era into what he deems Hoc
Presenti/Present Time makes his history the only one to attempt a complete account of the
formation of British identity. It presents a clear evolution of the British people, politics, and
culture with every changing sovereign, beginning with the occupation of the Romans and ending
with the death of King Stephen.

In addition, the HA becomes a nationalistic history that embraces the ecclesiastical aims of
Bede’s historiographic tradition. In Bede’s Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum (HEGA),
Britain is transformed from a place of diversity and disorder into a unified construction of the
“English People” through the conversion to Christianity. The Romans’ introduction of Christian
faith to the pagan natives paves the way to homogeny. Although Bede’s HEGA adopts the

perspective that it is only religion that can unify the disparate tribes of the island, a nation

antithetical to the creation of patriotism and nationalism,°* Henry’s history successfully blends

100 Where does the grandeur of valiant men shine more brightly, or the wisdom of the prudent, or the discretion of
the righteous, or the moderation of the temperate, than in the context of history? (Prologue 3)

101 See more on this concept in the introduction, and also Galbraith’s “Nationality and Language” (full bibliographic
info on works cited page)
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the Baedan ecclesiastical model of history with the nationalistic. His prologue outlines how
history provides a model for religious standards: “Vide quomodo sancta doceat historia morum
instituta, dum Abrahe iusticiam assignat, Moysi fortitudinem, lacob temperantiam, loseph
prudentiam” (Prologue 4).192 Henry’s motivations and goals as a historian are quickly presented
to the audience, making it easier to understand the primary purpose for his HA—that is, to
establish a religiously moral national history. History for Henry is “sacred,” providing lessons on
virtuous behavior and creating important distinctions between the pious, rational historical
figures and the brutish, immorality of the historically ignorant: “Habet quidem et preter hec
illustres transactorum noticia dotes, quod ipsa maxime distinguat a brutis rationabiles. Bruti
namqgue homines et animalia unde sint nesciunt, genus suum nesciunt, patrie sue casus et gesta
nesciunt, immo nec scire uolunt” (Prologus 4).1% For Henry, knowing one’s roots (origins,
ethnicity, and history) is an essential part of maintaining that distinction between man and brute.
Without a sense of history and identity, religious morality cannot be achieved. With this in mind,
I believe morality and identity are inextricably linked in Henry’s work, and the historical figures
and events presented in his history shape the moral and national landscape of England. In this
way, Henry is able to order the past and craft a history of a population united not by their cultural
backgrounds but by their belief in one morally righteous leader. | argue that his final work, a
series of continually revised versions of the history of England, not only becomes a moral vision
of the history of the island but also successfully narrates the blending of two disparate cultures

into one national identity.

102 See how sacred history teaches the moral code, giving the attributes of justice to Abraham, fortitude to Moses,
temperance to Jacob, and prudence to Joseph. (Prologue 5)

103 The knowledge of past events has further virtues, especially in that it distinguishes rational creatures from brutes,
for brutes, whether men or beast, do not know—nor indeed do they wish to know—about their origins, their race,
and the events and happenings in their native land. (Prologue 5)
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Henry of Huntingdon

A historian’s exegesis and rhetorical aims are usually motivated by personal inclinations or
background. Therefore, Henry’s biographical details provide insight into possible motivations for
his HA as well as how his own personal politics, whether religious or ethnic, help him develop
his vision of English history. Indeed, from the start of the HA, Henry proclaims his intentions to
Bishop Alexander of Lincoln: “Hec ergo considerans, huius regni gesta et nostre gentis origines,
iussu tuo presul Alexander, qui flos et cacumen regni et gentis esse uideris, decurrenda suscepi”
(Prologue 4-6).1%* His intention to write the history of “nostre/our” people necessitates a clear
understanding of what people he means; although this is an English history (Anglorum), Henry
might mean the English, the Normans, or some blended combination of both identities. In
addition, this is an identity he claims to share with Alexander!® in referring to it as the history of
“our” people. Luckily, unlike the other historians explored in this dissertation, there is actually a
substantial amount of surviving information about Henry, from his early life and education
through his time as Archdeacon of Huntingdon from 1110 to 1156. Most of the information
about Henry’s life can be found in his numerous letters and writings, as collected by Greenway
in her extensive 1996 edition and translation of the HA. The most telling biographical
information can be gleaned from his De Contemptu Mundi (DCM),% a letter composed to
Walter, archdeacon of Oxford (and colleague of Geoffrey of Monmouth®”), which recounts his

early life and spiritual journey.

104 With these considerations in mind, therefore, and at your command Bishop Alexander, | have undertaken to
narrate the history of this kingdom and the origins of our people, of which you are regarded as the highest and most
splendid ornament. (Prologue 5-7)

105 Bishop Alexander of Lincoln was the nephew of Roger, Bishop of Salisbury. He was made bishop of Lincoln in
April 1123, which most likely, according to the ASC, was because of Henry I’s love of his uncle Roger (Irvine 253).
This familial connection would seem to indicate that Alexander was Norman.

106 The DCM provides an aging Henry’s recounting of his life, his recollections of his past misdeeds and those of his
contemporaries, and his ultimate rejection of the material world.

107 See the chapter on Geoffrey of Monmouth
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Interestingly, much information about Henry’s kinship with both the Norman and English
can be deduced from his familial connections. Nancy Partner believes Henry’s father Nicholas,
archdeacon of Huntingdon and a canon of Lincoln until his death in 1110, was likely native to
Huntingdon or nearby Cambridgeshire, as he “was a canon of Lincoln Cathedral and held the
archdeaconry of Cambridge, Huntingdon, and Hereford” (Serious 11-12). Interestingly, despite
being a canon, Henry’s father, Nicholas, obviously did not practice clerical celibacy, an issue
which will be explored below. Working as a cleric in these areas would suggest some affinity for
the location, possibly by birth. In his time as archdeacon, Nicholas donated volumes of the bible
to the Lincoln Cathedral and was present for the translation of Saint Etheldreda in Ely along with
many other prominent bishops. Partner also suggests that Nicholas must have been incredibly
influential as he secured his son’s position as the future archdeacon of Huntingdon when Henry
was only 25 (12).

Henry seems to have great affection for his father, as is evident from the way in which he
inserts commentary about Nicholas into the HA. Henry writes a brief note for his father, the
former archdeacon of Huntingdon, marking the year of his death during his recounting of the
reign of Henry I:

Eodem anno Nicholaus, pater illius qui hanc scripsit historiam, mortis legibus concessit,
et sepultus est apud Lincoliam. De quo ita diximus:
Stella cadit cleri, splendor marcet Nicholai,

Stella cadens cleri splendeat arce Dei.
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Hoc ideo scriptor suo inseruit operi, ut apud omnes legentes mutuum laboris optineat,

quatinus pietatis affectu dicere dignentur, ‘Anima eius in pace requiescat Amen.’

(V11.27.458).108
This inserted obituary, placed to solicit prayers from the reader for his father’s soul, represents a
moment of personal reflection that indicates a strong bond and affection for his father. The
reference to Nicholas as a fallen star of the clergy indicates his moral superiority; his death is
equated with the loss of light or spirituality. This same affection can be seen in the DCM when
Henry describes his father: “Quo nullus erat corpore formosior nec moribus corpori multum erat
absimilis” (4.590).1%° Henry compliments his father’s personal appearance as well as indicating
that his personal attractiveness did not exceed his moral character. Indeed, it seems that his
appearance was more a reflection of his beautiful inner state.

The bond between Henry and his father suggests Henry may have had more affinity for his
Norman ancestry. Nicholas had ties to other Norman figures and patrons, some located in
Brittany. In an earlier version of the DCM (found in version 3 of the HA completed by 11389),
Henry mentions his kinship with William de Glanville, which indicates a familial tie to a
Norman family even though this reference was never printed.*'! William de Glanville was “the

founder of the Cluniac priory of Broomholm in Norfolk™ c. 1113, and his father was “Robert de

108 |n the same year [1110], Nicholas, the father of the man who has written this History, yielded to the law of death,
and was buried at Lincoln. Of him | have said this: The star of the clergy falls, the light of Nicholas fades: may the
clergy’s falling star shine in God’s citadel. The writer inserted this in his work to gain as reward for his labor that his
readers might consider it fitting to say, in a spirit of piety, ‘May his soul rest in peace, Amen.” (27.459)

109 None was physically more handsome, and his looks did not belie his character. (4.591)

110 Greenway traces the complex textual history of each version (1-6, completed in early 1129, late 1129, 1138,
1146, 1149, and 1154, respectively). See her table on page cxviii of her edition of the HA, as well as her description
of each MS on the subsequent pages, cxix-cxliv. Version 3, also known as a, can be found in full in three extant
manuscripts: London, BL, Additional MS 24061; Cambridge, Corpus Christi College, MS 280; and London, BL,
Egerton, MS3668. Portions of the a version can be found in Glasgow, University Library, Hunter MS U. 6.6 and
Durham, Ushaw College, MS 6.

111 According to Greenway, the passage never appeared in print, but an early version of the DCM “survives as a
separate item in the BL, Cotton Domitan viii” and it contains “a passage about Henry’s kinsmen, William and
Bartholomew de Glanville, which is not found in a (or subsequent versions)” (Ixxiv).
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Glanville, who appears in the Domesday Book as a tennant in 1086 of the honours of Eye and
Warrenne in Suffolk” (Greenway, HA xxiii). Greenway conjectures that Henry’s father Nicholas
could be Robert de Glanville’s brother or cousin, making Henry and William “some degree” of
cousin (xxiv).12 The Glanvilles originated in the Arrondissement of the Pont I’Evéque in
Calvados in Brittany, which now bears their name (Loyd 46). In England, the Glanvilles received
patronage from the “Malet lords of Eye, whose Norman lordship was the Pays de Caux, to the
north of Glanville” (Greenway, HA xxiv). Henry’s father, t00, as an archdeacon of the bishopric
of Lincoln was connected to a patron in Pays De Caux. Nicholas became archdeacon of
Huntingdon in the mid to late 1070s, solidifying Henry’s ties with the area of Huntingdon and
Cambridgeshire and the position of archdeacon that he would receive in 1110. Henry’s family
would have then been patrons of the Normans in Henry’s youth.

This paternal tiec would seem to solidify Henry’s ethnic background as Norman; however, his
mother may have been an Englishwoman. His mother’s name is unknown, and Henry never
identifies her in the text, nor does he provide any similar insertions into his history about her as
he did with his father. Nancy Partner suggests one possibility for this exclusion: “Clerical
marriage, although common enough, was uncanonical by the late eleventh century, and efforts to
enforce celibacy, a central part of the Gregorian reform program, were growing frequent and
increasingly stringent during Henry’s lifetime” (Serious 12). Henry’s silence on the subject of his
mother might relate to these shifting attitudes on clerical marriage and also reflect his own desire
to avoid questions about his own fatherhood and displeasure with idea of clerical celibacy.

Partner claims that Henry “was not pleased with notions of clerical celibacy that some, in

112 See Greenway’s family tree on page xxv of her edition.



