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Introduction and Biography

Joshua Byron Smith

Geoffrey of Monmouth has suffered a glorious indignity that few writers
have ever achieved: his creation has completely outstripped the maker. Few
members of the general public, even well-educated ones, recognize the name
Geoffrey of Monmouth. (A fact that the personal experience of this chatty me-
dievalist has confirmed on numerous awkward occasions). But his creation is
another matter altogether. The names of King Arthur, Guinevere, and their at-
tendant knights perk up the ears of taxi drivers, coal mining fathers and grand-
fathers, and even scholars of contemporary literature. Medievalists, though we
may know Geoffrey’s name, have found him hard to contain and classify. So
far-ranging is Geoffrey’s work that he falls under the purview of several schol-
arly fields, many of which remain relatively isolated from one another: folklore,
history, romance, manuscript studies, Celtic studies, classical reception, and
medieval Latin — not to mention the seemingly endless expanse of Geoffrey’s
Nachleben, with its parade of translations, adaptations, and inspirations that
continues to the present day. This volume aims to bring together, for the first
time, many of these fields and to offer something close to a comprehensive
overview of Geoffrey’s life and work. It is our hope that this volume will serve
as a current snapshot of Galfridian scholarship, incite more interest in Geoffrey
and his work, and bring his artistry into greater prominence, all of which - if
one is allowed to dream — might ultimately lead to slightly fewer blank stares
for some of us.

Geoffrey’s fame rests on three Latin works, the earliest of which is the
Prophetiae Merlini (“The Prophecies of Merlin’, hereafter abbreviated PM), a
collection of prophecies completed before Henry 1's death in 1135.! With ba-
roque animalistic imagery and apocalyptic fervor, its meaning sometimes
seems transparent, and yet at other times playfully obscure. Over 8o copies
of this text survive, and it inspired a vogue for Merlin’s prophecies throughout

1 OrdericVitalis, Ecclesiastical Historyxii.47 (iv.486), ed. and trans. M. Chibnall, The Ecclesiastical
History of Orderic Vitalis, 6 vols., Oxford, 1969—80, vol. 6, p. 381. See also Tahkokallio’s contri-
bution to this volume. Some of the research for this chapter was presented at the gth Bangor
Colloquium on Medieval Wales on 20 October 2018; I would like to thank the organizers and
participants for their helpful discussion on several aspects of this chapter, especially Huw
Pryce.

© THE AUTHOR, 2020 | DOI:10.1163/9789004410398_002

This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms of the cc By-Nc 4.0 license.



2 SMITH

Europe.? Geoffrey included the PM in his next work, the De gestis Britonum
(“On the Deeds of the Britons”, hereafter abbreviated p6B). He had finished
this work by January 1139 at the latest, when Henry of Huntingdon reports his
astonishment at finding a copy at the abbey of Le Bec.? The count of surviving
medieval manuscripts of the DGB is now 225, making Geoffrey one of the most
widely-read secular authors from medieval Britain.* Yet even this impressive
tally of extant manuscripts falls short of showing the work’s reception. The
DGB was adapted, abbreviated, and translated again and again, making it one
of the most influential works of medieval European literature. Its appeal arises
from several factors. It filled a gap in the historical record by providing a full ac-
count of the earliest history of Britain, from the settlement of the island until
the time of the Anglo-Saxon invasion. It also gave the first thorough picture
of King Arthur, whose court and conquests are described in such extravagant
detail that they inspired generations of future writers. It placed Britain on par
with ancient Greece and Rome and made the Britons major players in classical
history. Finally, Geoffrey’s skill as a writer and his sheer inventiveness make the
DGB a pleasurable read. Even bare lists of kings are regularly punctuated with
marvelous anecdotes.

Until recently, Geoffrey’s history was called the Historia requm Britanniae
(“The History of the Kings of Britain”), but Michael D. Reeve’s textual study
has confirmed that the title used in the earliest manuscripts, and by Geoffrey
himself, was the De gestis Britonum.> After much debate among contributors,
this volume begins the lugubrious process of using the original title in place of
the received one. Aside from a desire for greater accuracy, the change is help-
ful in identifying references to Geoffrey’s text and in showing how he framed
his own project: the difference between British “deeds” (gesta) and British
“kings” (reges) is not insignificant and shows that Geoffrey conceptualized his
own work as being equal to the other great historical works with de gestis in
their titles. Furthermore, Geoffrey’s focus on a people (Britons) instead of a
transferrable geopolitical area (Britannia) surely bears on critical discussions
of Geoffrey’s aims in writing his work. Indeed, the emergence of the alterna-
tive title might even suggest that many medieval readers viewed his history as
providing Britain, not the Welsh, with an ancient, respectable past. Geoffrey’s

2 For alist of PM manuscripts, see Crick, SC, pp. 330—32. See also Tahkokallio’s contribution to
this volume.

3 See Henry of Huntingdon, History of the English Letter to Warin, ed. and trans. D. Greenway,
Henry, Archdeacon of Huntingdon: Historia Anglorum. The History of the English People,
Oxford, 1996, pp. 558-83. See also Tahkokallio’s and Meecham-Jones’s contributions to this
volume.

4 Crick, SC. For an updated survey, see Tahkokallio’s contribution to this volume.

5 DGB,p.lix.
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third and final extant work is the Vita Merlini (“The Life of Merlin”, hereafter
abbreviated VM), completed around 1150 and extant in only four independent
manuscripts.® Written in dactylic hexameter, this poem recounts how Merlin
Silvester goes mad after battle and retires to the woods to live; this enigmatic
and difficult work seems to be deeply in touch with Welsh literature, though
its ultimate sources are unknown. Taken together, Geoffrey’s literary output
shows him to be a versatile author: a master of verse and prose, capable of writ-
ing forceful speeches and enigmatic prophecy, and a voracious reader and re-
searcher. Although he claimed to be nothing more than a translator — thereby
conforming to medieval literature’s aversion to originality, at least outwardly —
he remains one of the most strikingly original writers of the Middle Ages.

A Companion to Geoffrey of Monmouth introduces Geoffrey’s oeuvre to first-
time readers and provides a synthesis of current scholarship, all while offer-
ing new readings of his work. This volume also seeks to bring Celtic studies
and Galfridian studies into closer dialogue, especially given the importance
of Wales to Geoffrey and his work. To that end, many of the essays are written
by specialists in Welsh history and literature, whose voices have at times been
hard to discern in the general din of Galfridian scholarship. We have also asked
contributors to focus on all of Geoffrey’s work, and not merely the Arthurian
sections. Geoffrey has been well-served by Arthurian scholarship, and we have
no desire to replicate many of the excellent recent studies in that field.” Instead,
we hope a holistic approach to his work will reveal subtleties often overlooked
in scholarship that concentrates primarily on the Arthurian portions.

» o«

The volume is loosely divided into four parts: “Sources”, “Contemporary
Contexts”, “Approaches”, and “Reception”. Ben Guy begins the first part with
an investigation of Geoffrey’s Welsh sources, showing that Geoffrey not only
acquired but also understood a wide array of Welsh texts. Classical sources
are examined by Paul Russell, who investigates Geoffrey’s classical and bib-
lical references, many of which are glancing and difficult to detect. Rebecca
Thomas deals with Geoffrey’s early English sources, which he often under-
mines through his own sleights of hand. Maud Burnett McInerney rounds off
this section by demonstrating that Geoffrey learned how to cultivate prophetic
ambiguity in the PM through careful study of his sources, especially Virgil.
Taken as a whole, these chapters show that Geoffrey was an avid researcher,

6 Crick, SC, p. 333. The VM is also found inserted into four copies of Ranulph Higden’s
Polychronicon; see VM, pp. 43—44. See also McInerney’s contribution to this volume.

7 Forexample, see the series Arthurian Literature in the Middle Ages published by the University
of Wales Press and S. Echard, Arthurian Literature and the Latin Tradition (Cambridge Studies
in Medieval Literature, 36), Cambridge, 1998, esp. pp. 31-67.
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read his sources with discretion, and could manipulate them better than many
of his contemporaries.

The next part, “Contemporary Contexts’, provides historical and cultural
contexts for Geoffrey’s work. Jaakko Tahkokallio’s chapter surveys the early
dissemination of Geoffrey’s manuscripts and offers valuable new insights on
networks of dissemination, Geoffrey’s patrons, and his readership. A few of
those early readers are the topic of Simon Meecham-Jones’s chapter, which
reevaluates early negative reactions to Geoffrey’s history. There were, he ar-
gues, good reasons for these readers to affect a dislike of the D6B. Sian Echard,
on the other hand, discusses Geoffrey’s Latin readers, many of whom enjoyed
his work so much that they felt compelled to interact with the text at length.
Francoise Le Saux tackles the difficult question of Geoffrey’s influence on the
nascent genre of romance, showing how French-language writers quickly took
to his work. Welsh speakers, too, also read Geoffrey’s work with deep interest,
and this Welsh reception is the subject of Owain Wyn Jones’s chapter, which
demonstrates how his history fits into Welsh historiography. On the other side
of the border, Georgia Henley’s chapter shows that Geoffrey’s work, which is
usually seen as an outlier in Anglo-Norman historical writing, actively engages
with 12th-century historical methodologies. Wide-ranging and varied, these
chapters nonetheless cohere to show Geoffrey’s work as both a product of its
culture and a cultural force in its own right.

The penultimate part, “Approaches”, highlights the dominant trends in
Galfridian scholarship and provides a platform for several critical approaches
to his work, focusing particularly on Geoffrey’s importance to postcolonial
theory, feminist theory, critical race theory, and religious studies. Perhaps the
most dominant trend in Galfridian scholarship, especially in the past two de-
cades or so, is to read Geoffrey’s work in light of Anglo-Norman expansion, and
Michael Faletra’s chapter does just that, arguing that Geoffrey’s work supports
colonialist policies. Politics also provides the backdrop for Fiona Tolhurst’s
chapter, which argues that, because of its pro-Angevin and thus pro-Empress
stance, Geoffrey’s work displays feminist leanings. Next, Coral Lumbley dis-
cusses Geoffrey in light of a growing interest among medievalists in the con-
struction of race, and she demonstrates that Geoffrey’s history should be read
as one of the controlling texts of medieval racial discourse, especially in the
British Isles. Finally, Barry Lewis overturns the long-standing critical common-
place that Geoffrey was simply not that interested in religious matters. These
chapters all reveal the versatility of Geoffrey’s work, and show that it has much
to offer scholars in a variety of fields and with a variety of critical approaches.
Of course, these four chapters should not be taken as a definitive list of all that
is possible. An eco-critical approach to Geoffrey’s work might well prove use-
ful, especially with Geoffrey’s intense interest in place. And this volume feels
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the lack of art historians, many of whom, given Geoffrey’s broad reception,
could surely produce a chapter on visual representations of his work. For these
omissions and others, the editors are heartily sorry, and we offer the same in-
vitation that Geoffrey of Monmouth offered to his contemporary Caradog of
Llancarfan: we leave these matters to others to write.

Yet even 14 chapters cannot cover the necessary ground to make any claims
to comprehensiveness. Accordingly, this volume limits its focus to Geoffrey’s
immediate work and life, though our contributors have been permitted oc-
casional forays into other terrain. Nevertheless, Geoffrey’s reception posed a
challenge for this volume. Given the widespread popularity of the pGB, any-
thing that fully treated its reception would transform an already bulky book
into several bulky books. Rather than ignore Geoffrey’s posthumous appeal al-
together, we have thought it better to include as a final part a series of shorter,
encyclopedia-like entries on the reception of his work in various linguistic tra-
ditions. Only the Welsh, French, and Latin receptions have been accorded their
own full chapters, given the importance of these three traditions to Geoffrey.
(Nevertheless, we have also thought it best to include Welsh and French re-
ception articles for the sake of thoroughness, especially since these smaller
versions offer a more concise bibliographic overview). These shorter articles in
the final part are meant to offer points of entry into his reception in as many
traditions as we could identify, and they also make for interesting reading re-
garding the how and why of his popularity (or lack thereof) in different cul-
tural contexts. We encourage readers who have identified other linguistic and
cultural traditions into which his work was received to take this volume as a
jumping-off point and to continue broadening the critical conversation about
the reception of his texts.

One part of Geoffrey’s reception that this volume does not cover explicitly —
though our authors touch upon it here and there — is the two variant Latin
versions of the DGB. The First Variant Version has received excellent atten-
tion from Neil Wright, and we would direct curious readers to his work.® The
Second Variant Version has no critical edition, and so for the moment it is diffi-
cult to say anything of worth about it.? Since companion volumes cover what is
normally found in introductory material — sources, methods, and the like — the
rest of this introduction concerns Geoffrey’s biography, if indeed we can call a
life with only a few concrete facts a “biography” at all.

8 First Variant Version, ed. Wright. Unfortunately, the following work, which provides a re-
visionist account of the First Variant Version, only became available in the late stages of
this book: The History of the Kings of Britain: The First Variant Version, ed. and trans. D.W.
Burchmore, Cambridge, MA, 2019.

9 See DGB, pp. x—xi; Crick, DR, pp. 15-16.
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For the man who invented King Lear and Arthurian literature as we know it,
the details of Geoffrey’s life remain largely a mystery.!? Compared to some of his
contemporaries, Geoffrey is not particularly forthcoming about biographical
details, and he leaves modern scholars little to work with. Still, he had the cour-
tesy (or perhaps audacity) to sign his works, something that many medieval
writers did not feel compelled to do, and this information provides the basis
for our knowledge of Geoffrey’s life. He calls himself Galfridus Monemutensis
on three occasions: once in the PM and twice in the D6B."! And in the VM he
styles himself de Monemuta.’> Some connection with Monmouth is therefore
assured, probably implying that he was born in Monmouth and spent his early
life there. The local knowledge displayed in his works shows that he was fa-
miliar with the region around Monmouth, and so it is probably safe to assume
that he was born in or near Monmouth around 1100.13 The date for Geoffrey’s
birth “circa 1100”, widely repeated in scholarship, works backwards from his
appearance at Oxford in 1129, after he had obtained an early education and the
title magister. However, it is important to remember that nothing is certain
in this regard, and Geoffrey could have been born as early as 1070 and died in
his eighties. His deep erudition and mastery of Latin points to an early educa-
tion, and in the first few decades of the 12th century, Monmouth Priory would
have been a possible place for a local boy to receive instruction in grammar.
Geoffrey may even be the same Gaufridus scriba, “Geoffrey the scribe”, who
witnessed a 1120 charter concerning the priory’s property.!* The early connec-
tion with Monmouth priory, however, remains speculative.

Over the last century a broad scholarly consensus has emerged that Geoffrey
spent a good deal of his life in Oxford, and that he was a canon of St George’s,

10  For Geoffrey’slife see: ].E. Lloyd, A History of Wales from the Earliest Times to the Edwardian
Conquest, 2nd ed., London, 1912, pp. 523—25; H.E. Salter, “Geoffrey of Monmouth and
Oxford”, EHR 34 (1919), 382—85; E. Faral, “Geoffrey of Monmouth: les faites et les dates de sa
biographia’, Romania 53 (1927), 1—42; L. Thorpe, “The last years of Geoffrey of Monmouth’,
in n.n. (ed.), Mélanges de langue et littérature frangaises du moyen dge offerts a Pierre
Jonin, Aix-en-Provence, 1979, pp. 663—72; M.D. Legge, “Master Geoffrey Arthur”, in K. Varty
(ed.), An Arthurian Tapestry: Essays in Memory of Lewis Thorpe, Glasgow, 1981, pp. 22—27;
0. Padel, “Geoffrey of Monmouth and Cornwall’, cmcs 8 (1984),1—28, esp. at pp. 1-5; Karen
Jankulak, Geoffrey of Monmouth, Cardiff, 2010, pp. 5-12; J.C. Crick, “Monmouth, Geoffrey
of (d. 154/5)", Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford University Press, 2004,
<http://[www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/10530> (accessed 27 June 2018).

11 DGB, viino.21; Prologus 3.19; xi.177.1.

12 VM, 1. 1526.

13 Tatlock, LHB, pp. 72-77.

14  Chartes anciennes du Prieuré de Monmouth en Angleterre, ed. P. Marchegay, Les
Roches-Baritaud, 1879, pp. 21—22, no. 8. See also J.E. Lloyd, “Geoffrey of Monmouth’, EHR
57 (1942), 460-68, at p. 461, n. 2; Tatlock, LHB, p. 440.
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a short-lived collegiate church inside Oxford Castle, founded in 1074 by
Robert d’Oyly and Roger de’Ivry.!> The central plank of this argument is eight
Oxford charters, dating from 1129 to 15116 In these charters, a “Galfridus
Arturus” (with slight orthographical variations) appears as a witness. The sub-
jects of these charters and their witnesses make it very likely that the Galfridus
Arturus appearing therein was a canon of St George’s.1” This “Geoffrey Arthur”
of the Oxford charters has been identified with Geoffrey of Monmouth for
the following reasons. First of all, four 12th-century writers call Geoffrey of
Monmouth “Geoffrey Arthur”, with William of Newburgh helpfully reveal-
ing that Geoffrey was nicknamed “Arthur” (agnomen habens Arturi).)® These

15

16

17
18

In some scholarship, there is marked confusion as to whether Geoffrey was a secular
canon or an Augustinian (thus regular) canon. Augustinian canons lived under a rule,
and thus were in some ways akin to monks, while secular canons did not live under a rule.
The confusion seems to have arisen in the following manner: there is no evidence that
the collegiate church of St George in Oxford Castle was Augustinian. However, the nearby
Augustinian house of Oseney acquired St George’s as early as 149. It is difficult to know
if Oseney made the previous canons of St George’s follow their rule, but they did allow
them to possess their prebends for the rest of their lives, which suggests some respect
for the status quo and a “friendly” takeover. And even after Oseney assumed its control,
St George’s remained a parish and employed secular canons. At any rate, it is hardly fair to
call Geoffrey an Augustinian if he only became (perhaps unwillingly) affiliated with that
order in the last few years of his life. Indeed, if he had chosen an Augustinian house, es-
pecially early in his life, it might be an important piece of evidence regarding his religious
outlook. It is therefore difficult to see any Augustinian influence in his two earlier works
(pace Tatlock, LHB, p. 82; for a better explanation of some Augustinian connections, see
p. 163 of this volume) since he finished them well before St George’s was absorbed into
Oseney. Tatlock’s clumsy phrase, “[t]he Augustinian secular canons’ college of St. George”
(p. 441), echoed in Thorpe’s widely consulted translation “Augustinian canons of the secu-
lar college of St. George” (Geoffrey of Monmouth, De gestis Britonum, trans. L. Thorpe,
Geoffrey of Monmouth: The History of the Kings of Britain, London, 1966, p. 12) has given
the impression that Geoffrey was an Augustinian. However, if Geoffrey is to be thought
of as a canon of St George’s — and I am in agreement that the evidence strongly sug-
gests so — he is best thought of as a secular canon. For the collegiate church of St George,
see ]. Barron, “The Augustinian Canons and the University of Oxford: the Lost College
of St George”, in C.M. Barron and ]. Stratford (eds.), The Church and Learning in Later
Medieval Society: Essays in Honour of R.B. Dobson, Donington, 2002, pp. 228-54; W. Page
(ed.), The Victoria History of the County of Oxford: Volume II, London, 1907, pp. 160-61;
C. Brooke, R. Highfield, & W. Swaan, Oxford and Cambridge, Cambridge, 1988, pp. 49—50.

Salter, “Geoffrey of Monmouth and Oxford”. The eighth is found in Facsimiles of Early
Charters in Oxford Muniment Rooms, ed. H.E. Salter, Oxford, 1929, no. 102. Two of these
charters Salter identifies as forgeries (no. 2 and no. 102). For a note on Salter’s transcrip-
tion, see DGB, p. vii, n. 1.

Salter, “Geoffrey of Monmouth and Oxford”, p. 385.

William of Newburgh, The History of English Affairs, ed. and trans. P.G. Walsh and
M.J. Kennedy, William of Newburgh: The History of English Affairs, Book I (Edited with
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references, independent of the charters, are the strongest evidence that the
two Geoffreys are the same, but that is not all. Two early families of D6B manu-
scripts append the cognomen “Arthur” to Geoffrey in the title.1® Moreover, the
co-witnesses who appear alongside Geoffrey Arthur in the Oxford charters are
also telling: Walter, the archdeacon of Oxford, who is said to have provided the
source for the DB, and Ralph of Monmouth, a canon of Lincoln. Ralph was
not the only one at St George’s with a connection to Lincoln, since Robert de
Chesney, who would later become bishop of Lincoln (1148-66), was also a canon
there. While Oxford lay within the sprawling medieval diocese of Lincoln, and
thus some affiliation is unremarkable, these Lincoln connections are none-
theless noteworthy in Geoffrey’s case because he dedicated the PM and the
VM to two successive bishops of Lincoln, Alexander (1123—48) and Robert de
Chesney. Yet another reason to link the Geoffrey from the Oxford charters and
Geoffrey of Monmouth is that in the Oxford charters “Arthur” is unlikely to be
a patronym.20 In the charter collocations, the name “Artur” never once appears
in the genitive case, as would be expected if it were a patronym. Instead, in the
charters “Arthur” appears to be an agnomen, a nickname, and as such indicates
that the Oxford Geoffrey had a particular interest, one might even say obses-
sion, with the figure of Arthur.2! How many budding Arthurian scholars named
Geoffrey could there have been in the mid-12th century? Another name also
suggests that the two Geoffreys are one and the same — Boso of Oxford, who

Translation and Commentary), Warminster, 1988, pp. 28—29. On this passage, see Padel,
“Geoffrey of Monmouth and Cornwall’, p. 3 and Meecham-Jones’s contribution to this
volume. For Henry of Huntingdon, see History of the English, Letter to Warin. Gerald of
Wales, The Journey Through Wales i.5, ed. J.F. Dimock, Giraldi Cambrensis Opera, 8 vols.,
London, 1861-91, vol. 6, pp. 3-152, at p. 58; The Description of Wales, i.7, ed. J.F. Dimock,
Giraldi Cambrensis Opera, 8 vols., London, 1861-91, vol. 6, pp. 153—228, at p. 179. For
William of St Albans, see William of St Albans, Life of St Alban, trans. T. O’'Donnell and M.
Lamont, in ]. Wogan-Browne and T.S. Fenster (eds.), The Life of St. Alban by Matthew Paris,
Tempe, 2010, pp. 133—65, at p. 139; the Latin text is found in Acta sanctorum (June 1v, 22).
See also Tatlock, LHB, p. 439. To Tatlock’s count (I have excluded his citation of Matthew
Paris because, as he notes, it is late and dependent on earlier sources) can be added The
Waverley Chronicle, ed. H.R. Luard, Annales Monastici, 5 vols., London, 1864-69, vol. 2,
Pp- 129—411, at pp. 234-35.

19  See the variants on the title for Q and M in DB, p. 3. Indeed, according to Reeve, M
(London, British Library, Royal 13 D. ii) has a particularly good textual pedigree: “a tran-
script of M would be a tolerable substitute for an edition” (DB, p. xvi).

20 See, for example, Padel, “Geoffrey of Monmouth and Cornwall’, pp. 1-3. Pace, MJ. Curley,
Geoffrey of Monmouth (Twayne’s English Authors Series, 509), New York, 1994, p. 2 and
Tatlock, LHB, p. 439. See below for more discussion.

21 Padel in “Geoffrey of Monmouth and Cornwall” helpfully suggests the discrepancy in
names arose because “Geoffrey himself preferred Monemutensis, while others used Artur
of him; or that in his literary works he preferred to use an epithet which did not show him
to have particularly Arthurian connections” (p. 4).
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appears as a minor character in the p6B.22 ].S.P. Tatlock believed the name
Boso was a pun on the Latin name for Oxford, Vadum Boum.?3 (The apparent
pun is more easily grasped in the nominative singular, bos, “ox, bull”). However,
the name Boso would have also had an immediate connotation for Geoffrey’s
educated contemporaries. In the previous generation, Anselm of Canterbury
had explored incarnational theology in his influential Why God Became a Man.
The form of this work is a dialogue between Anselm and his pupil Boso, who
by argumentative necessity is rather dull and dimwitted. The peculiar name
Boso therefore would have called to mind a dullard scholar who needed mat-
ters explained to him in the simplest of terms. It is not farfetched to read the
Boso of Oxford in the DGB as a joke directed at Geoffrey’s colleagues at Oxford,
and thus we would have another connection between Geoffrey of Monmouth
and Oxford. Assured that we are dealing with one Geoffrey, we can mine the
Oxford charters for two additional pieces of biographical evidence: they tell
us that Geoffrey was a magister and that he was elected bishop of St Asaph.2+
The exact connotations of the title magister vary in place and time, but
in England during Geoffrey’s day the title generally means that one had ob-
tained a higher education.?5 As far as we know, this makes Geoffrey one of
only four men with the title magister who were teaching at Oxford schools
around the same time.26 Where Geoffrey obtained that education is another
matter altogether. It is sometimes suggested that Geoffrey went to Paris for ad-
vanced study, but this is little more than projecting the attraction that Parisian
schools held for later British generations back onto Geoffrey. And while it is
plausible that he might have been educated at Paris or another burgeoning
proto-university, it is just as plausible that Geoffrey could have received his
title “magister” from a training in a monastic, collegiate, or cathedral school.?
Judging by the other three magistri at Oxford, all of whom were theologians,
it seems that the title might imply he lectured on theology.?® His skill with the
written word, however, shows that he would not have been out of place lectur-
ing on grammar or rhetoric, or perhaps even dialectic. Still, we do not need the

22 DGB, 1.156.338-39: “Boso Ridochensis, id est Oxenefordiae”. Boso again appears during
Arthur’s campaign against Rome.

23 Tatlock, LHB, p. 169.

24  Salter, “Geoffrey of Monmouth and Oxford”, pp. 384—85.

25  ]. Barrow, The Clergy in the Medieval World: Secular Clerics, Their Families and Careers in
North-Western Europe c.800—c.1200, Cambridge, 2015, pp. 208-10, esp. n. 2. See also Legge,
“Master Geoffrey Arthur” and Barron, “Augustinian Canons”, pp. 235-36.

26  Legge, “Master Geoffrey Arthur”, p. 24.

27  DMLBS,s.v.magister, def. 5a and 11. My thanks to an anonymous reader for this suggestion.

28  Legge, “Master Geoffrey Arthur’, p. 24.
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Oxford charters to tell us that Geoffrey was an educated man — his work leaves
no doubt - but they do provide one more detail about his biography, and a fas-
cinating one at that. The last two Oxford charters show that in 1151 he had been
elected bishop of St Asaph, a newly created diocese in northeastern Wales, it-
self built on the bones of an older Welsh diocese and apparently designed to
counterbalance the preeminence of the diocese of Bangor to its west.2? He
would have been only the third bishop of this new bishopric, and it is difficult
to resist speculation of what it might have meant that Geoffrey, a Monmouth
man who spent a tremendous amount of energy on the British past, was elect-
ed to a Welsh see with strong English leanings.30 It was not uncommon for
clergy who were not yet priests to postpone their ordination into the priest-
hood until their careers required it, and so on 16 February 1152 he was ordained
a priest at Westminster Cathedral, and only eight days later at Lambeth Palace
he was consecrated bishop.3! It is as a bishop that we catch the last documen-
tary evidence of his life as a witness to the Treaty of Westminster in 1153.32 It
has been suggested that the provincial nature of St Asaph “was scarcely suited
to a man of Geoffrey’s urbane and scholarly character”, but a bishopric was a
bishopric, and it is unlikely that Geoffrey or his colleagues would have scoffed
at the promotion.33 We probably underestimate his ecclesiastical career at our
own peril, if we view his work, as Tatlock did, as indicative of his “secularity of
interests”3* Instead, as Barry Lewis’s chapter in this volume shows, Geoffrey

29 S. Harris, “Liturgical Commemorations of Welsh Saints II: St. Asaf”, Journal of the Histori-
cal Society of the Church in Wales 6 (1956), 5—24, at pp. 5—7; ].E. Lloyd, “Geoffrey of Mon-
mouth’, pp. 465-66.

30  For the early bishops, see “St Asaph: Bishops”, ed. MJ. Pearson, Fasti Ecclesiae Anglicanae
1066-1300: Volume 9, the Welsh Cathedrals (Bangor, Llandaff, St Asaph, St Davids),
London, 2003, pp. 33—36, British History Online, <http://www.british-history.ac.uk/fasti
-ecclesiae/1066-1300/volg/pp33-36> (accessed 6 May 2019).

31 Gervase of Canterbury, Chronicle, ed. W. Stubbs, The Historical Works of Gervase of
Canterbury, 2 vols., London, 1879-80, vol. 1, p. 142 and n. 2; The Canterbury Professions,
ed. M. Richter, Torquay, 1973, p. 47, no. 95. Now for some chronological housekeeping:
In both his profession and Gervase, the year is reported incorrectly. Stubbs explains this
error, noting that the only proximate year in which “septimo kalendas Martii” fell on a
Sunday was 1152, a leap year. Confusingly, The Canterbury Professions is silent on this mat-
ter, listing only 1151, an error which is pointed out in Fasti Ecclesiae Anglicanae. Even more
confusingly, the Fasti Ecclesiae Anglicanae itself makes an error while pointing out the
error in The Canterbury Professions: it lists the day of his consecration and profession of
obedience as 23 March, instead of 24 February.

32 Regesta requm Anglo-Normannorum, 10661154, ed. HW.C. Davis et al., 4 vols., Oxford,
1913-69, vol. 3, pp. 97—99, no. 272, at p. 98.

33 Curley, Geoffrey of Monmouth, p. 5.

34  Tatlock, LHB, p. 446.


http://www.british-history.ac.uk/fasti-ecclesiae/1066-1300/vol9/pp33-36
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was very much interested in sacred matters. When the Brut y Tywysogyon re-
cords his death in 1155, no mention is made of his b6 B, which would become
wildly popular in Wales.3> Rather, it is his designation as bishop which carries
his weight for posterity.

One hotly debated question in Galfridian scholarship, indeed perhaps the
most hotly debated, also concerns Geoffrey’s biography. What was his ethnic-
ity or, to use a medieval term, his gens? Intimately bound up in this question
is discussion of Geoffrey’s attitude toward Wales. Was Geoffrey Welsh, Breton,
or Anglo-Norman, or perhaps even a Cornish sympathizer?3¢ And did he in-
tend his literary works to support the Welsh cause, to justify Anglo-Norman
conquest of Wales, or to play to both sides, allowing supporters of whatever
faction to find succor in his spirited account of the British past? There exists, of
course, more nuance than this bare summary of over a century of scholarship
can suggest, but most scholarship on Geoffrey falls into these categories, either
explicitly or implicitly.

Investigations into Geoffrey’s ethnicity circle around a few pieces of evi-
dence. First is the name “Geoffrey”, which does not seem to have been popular
in Wales and had a distinctively continental flavor.3” Monmouth, moreover,
had been under the lordship of Bretons since at least 1086, and a large num-
ber of Bretons had settled there. Brittany also looms large in the DGB, often
appearing as the favored region and providing crucial military support. And

35  Bruty Tywysogyon; or, The Chronicle of the Princes. Red Book of Hergest Version, ed. and
trans. T. Jones (History and Law Series, 16), Cardiff, 1955, 2nd ed., 1973, pp. 132—33: “Yn
y ulwydyn honno y bu uarw Jeffrei, escob Lan Daf”, “In that year Geoffrey, bishop of
Llandaft, died.” Lan Daf here is a mistake for Lan Elwy, the name of the diocese in Welsh.
See J.E. Lloyd, A History of Wales, p. 525, n. 154.

36  For Geoffrey as Welsh, see J. Gillingham, “The Context and Purposes of Geoffrey of
Monmouth'’s History of the Kings of Britain”, Anglo-Norman Studies 13 (1990), 99—118 (repr.
inid. (ed.), The English in the Twelfth Century: Imperialism, National Identity and Political
Values, Woodbridge, 2000, pp. 19—-39). For Geoffrey as a Breton, see J.E. Lloyd, A History of
Wales, pp. 523—24; id., “Geoffrey of Monmouth’, pp. 466-68; Tatlock, LHB, pp. 397400,
443—44. For Geoffrey as a supporter of Anglo-Norman interests, see M.A. Faletra,
“Narrating the Matter of Britain: Geoffrey of Monmouth and the Norman Colonialization
of Wales”, The Chaucer Review 351 (2000), 60-85; id., Wales and the Medieval Colonial
Imagination: The Matters of Britain in the Twelfth Century, New York, 2014; M.R. Warren,
History on the Edge: Excalibur and the Borders of Britain, 1oo-1300 (Medieval Cultures,
22), Minneapolis, 2000; P. Dalton, “The Topical Concerns of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s
Historia Regum Britannie: History, Prophecy, Peacemaking, and English Identity in the
Twelfth Century”, Journal of British Studies 44:4 (2005), 688—712. For Geoffrey’s Cornish
sympathies, see Padel, “Geoffrey of Monmouth and Cornwall”. For doubt all around, see
Jankulak, Geoffrey of Monmouth, pp. 1-12.

37  J.E.Lloyd, A History of Wales, p. 523; id., “Geoffrey of Monmouth’, pp. 466-67.
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Geoffrey’s intention to write another British history, this time about the flight
of the native church into Brittany, has been viewed as another indication of
Breton partiality.38 Finally, his appointment as bishop of St Asaph suggests
that he was a candidate of the Anglo-Norman establishment; they would not
have chosen a Welshman or a Welsh partisan as a bishop for a newly formed
Welsh diocese that was intended to push back against the diocese of Bangor.3%
Taken together, this evidence suggests that Geoffrey felt himself to be Breton,
born into a Breton family at Monmouth (or perhaps even in Brittany itself and
later brought to Monmouth). The Breton solution has found significant sup-
port because it elegantly answers an apparent contradiction: how could a man
born in Monmouth (and thus Welsh) narrate his people’s fall into disrepute
and Insular irrelevance, all while favoring Brittany of all places? The descrip-
tion of Wales at the end of the DG B certainly arouses no native pride, and view-
ing Geoffrey as a Breton, fascinated by but not beholden to the land of his
birth, offers a way around this problem. Understandably, many have followed
Tatlock’s lead in proclaiming Geoffrey to be a “Breton patriot”.40

However, the Breton solution is not without its difficulties. The idea first ap-
peared in J.E. Lloyd’s A History of Wales from the Earliest Times to the Edwardian
Congquest (1911), in which Lloyd outlined the three major strands of the argu-
ment: Geoffrey’s name, the Breton settlement at Monmouth, and the work’s
apparent partiality to Brittany.*! Before reassessing the evidence, it is helpful
to understand the genealogy of this argument by examining Lloyd’s own treat-
ment of Geoffrey. Overall, Lloyd’s patriotic vision of who counted as Welsh
and what counted as Welsh history was heavily informed by his Victorian and
Edwardian education and not as capacious as our modern standards might
have it.#2 Accordingly, in Lloyd’s account Geoffrey was “a foreigner”, and where-
as we might be prone to viewing Geoffrey as a creative and masterful writer,
Lloyd demeaned him as “a mere romancer” — a damning term from an exact-
ing historian.#3 (Lloyd did, however, credit Geoffrey for “giving world-wide
currency” to “the ancient traditions of Wales”.)4 It is easy to speculate that

38  DGB,xi186.169.

39  J.E.Lloyd, “Geoffrey of Monmouth’, p. 465; Tatlock, LHB, p. 443.

40  Tatlock, LHB, p. 443.

41 J.E. Lloyd, A History of Wales, pp. 523—24. Lloyd revisited the idea in “Geoffrey of
Monmouth’, pp. 467-68.

42 H.Pryce,JE. Lloyd and the Creation of Welsh History: Renewing a Nation’s Past, Aberystwyth,
2011, esp. pp. 169—76 for a summary of Lloyd’s nationalist project; id., “J.E. Lloyd’s History
of Wales (1911)", in N. Evans and H. Pryce (eds.), Writing a Small Nation’s Past: Wales in
Comparative Perspective, 1850-1950, Farnham, 2013, pp. 49—64.

43  J.E.Lloyd, A History of Wales, p. 524; p. 182, n. 82. See also, Pryce, J.E. Lloyd, p. 99.

44  ].E.Lloyd, A History of Wales, p. 523.
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Lloyd, whose own work revolutionized and professionalized the study of me-
dieval Welsh history, saw in Geoffrey much of the same inventive spirit that
had gummed up the study of Welsh history in the 18th and 19th centuries.*
But Lloyd’s insistence that Geoffrey was not Welsh does not seem to stem from
an inability to recognize that earlier Welsh historians could get things wrong,
sometimes disastrously so. Indeed, the fact that Lloyd felt compelled to ad-
dress Geoffrey’s ethnicity, and then returned to the same question some 30
years later, hints at something more, especially since for an earlier generation
of critics the major crux of Geoffrey’s work was not where its national sympa-
thies lay, but whether Geoffrey’s history was a translation or an original work.*6
Lloyd’s discomfort with Geoffrey’s status as Welsh seems to arise from an in-
ability to accept that one of his own countrymen could end a history of Wales
on such an inglorious note. The Breton hypothesis solves a problem that ex-
isted for Lloyd, but that did not exist for Geoffrey, at least in the same terms:
“the problem of how a foreigner came to be so deeply interested in the legends
of the old British time”47 This phrasing, moreover, neatly avoids the alterna-
tive, which was perhaps even more troubling to Lloyd: the problem of how a
Welshman came to chronicle, in a specious history, his nation’s fall into disre-
pute. Lloyd’s own patriotic reading of Welsh history ended with determined
promise, decidedly at odds with Geoffrey’s, and I would tentatively suggest
Geoffrey’s lack of apparent patriotism suggested to Lloyd a decidedly “non-
native” feel.*8 At any rate, it is ironic that Lloyd’s work, which was written, read,
and received as a national panegyric, essentially deprived Wales of its most
influential author. Nonetheless, despite the genesis of the Breton argument
out of this nationalist framework, Lloyd’s scholarly stature meant that others
soon followed suit. Edmund Faral’s influential study of Geoffrey begins, “In all
likelihood, he was born in Monmouth in Gwent, and he was Breton by race”.*?

45  Pryce, JE. Lloyd, pp. 95-113 and 116-18.

46  For example, it did not occur to the perceptive critic Thomas Stephens to question
Geoffrey’s own ethnicity, as his discussion is almost entirely devoted to proving that
Geoffrey’s history was largely an original work; see T. Stephens, The Literature of the
Kymry: being a critical essay on the history of the language and literature of Wales during
the twelfth and two succeeding centuries, Llandovery, 1849, pp. 307—23. Stephens, however,
like other critics before Lloyd, follows Iolo Morganwg’s short but fictional biography of
Geoffrey (on which see below).

47  J.E.Lloyd, A History of Wales, p. 524.

48  ]J.E.Lloyd, A History of Wales, p. 764: “It was for a far distant generation to see that the last
Prince had not lived in vain, but by his life-work had helped to build solidly the enduring
fabric of Welsh nationality.”

49 Faral, LL4, vol. 2, p. 1: “Il était né, selon toute vraisemblance, 4 Monmouth, dans le Gwent,
et il était de race bretonne”, but see also vol. 2, p. 392.
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Tatlock followed this same line of thinking, adding a few other pieces of evi-
dence: an English archbishop would not have appointed a Welsh bishop and
Geoffrey seems to only display a superficial knowledge of the Welsh language.>°
This list of evidence has remained static for the last 70 years, and though the
Breton argument still has its adherents — some of whom are in this volume —
another look at the evidence leaves this editor unconvinced.

First, the name. Lloyd assumed that 12th-century references to “Geoffrey
Arthur” meant that his father’s name was Arthur, a popular Breton name at
the time, but as discussed above the “Arthur” in Geoffrey’s name is, to all ap-
pearances, a nickname that became attached to him because of his interest in
Arthuriana.5! Nonetheless, it is true that the name Geoffrey was not popular
in Wales before the Norman Conquest, but Lloyd goes too far when he claims
“a Geoffrey of this time would scarcely be a Welshman.”>2 The study of proso-
pography has progressed a good deal since Lloyd’s day, and it now seems clear
that, lacking any other evidence, it is difficult to attach ethnicity to Geoffrey on
the basis of his name alone. Choosing a continental name 14 or so years after a
Breton became lord over Monmouth and some 34 or so years after the Norman
Conquest might make Geoffrey’s parents nothing more than early adopters
of a name that would soon become popular in Britain. There were, after all,
social benefits to a trendy name. Consider the case of an Englishman named
Alfwy: Alfwy, who would have been around the same generation of Geoffrey of
Monmouth, is said to have been “called Geoffrey as a mark of respect”, presum-
ably because the continental name carried more cultural caché than his given
English name.>® Moreover, Alfwy and his wife Goda abandoned good English

50  LHB, P. 443, P. 445

51 J.E. Lloyd, A History of Wales, p. 524; “Geoffrey of Monmouth’, p. 467, esp. n. 1. On the
basis of chronology, Lloyd dismissed William of Newburgh’s convincing explanation of
Geoffrey’s name, but see Padel, “Geoffrey of Monmouth and Cornwall’, pp. 1—4 for a dem-
onstration that “there is no objection to the assumption that William knew what he was
talking about” (p. 3). Moreover, Lloyd did recognize that the Latin forms of the name were
not in his favor, but he never addresses this discrepancy; see “Geoffrey of Monmouth’,
p- 467, n. 1. Tatlock in LHB, p. 439 recognized the same difficulty, but in response simply
asked, “But who can assert how ‘mab Arthur’ would be Latinized?” It is true that a fuller
study of how the English dealt with Welsh names remains a desideratum, but patronymic
naming patterns were the norm in the Insular world, where names with fitz, son, and mac
were encountered with regularity; mab/ap/ab would have presented little difficulty. Many
English chroniclers Latinize Welsh patronymics with filius, suggesting that they were ana-
lyzable and therefore easily understood.

52 J.E.Lloyd, A History of Wales, p. 523.

53  KS.B. Keats-Rohan, “What’s in a Name? Some Reflections on Naming and Identity in
Prosopography”, in A.M. Jorge, H. Vilar, and M.J. Branco (eds.), Carreiras Eclesidsticas no
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names and named their two sons “Geoffrey” and “Robert”5* Alfwy, it would
seem, knew the benefits of a fashionable name. To be clear, names sometimes
are good indicators of ethnicity, but in post-Conquest England and southeast-
ern Wales, where there would have been ample cultural pressure to adapt to
the continental elite, especially among the lower nobility, a continental name
on its own implies status, or sought-after status, not necessarily ethnicity.  have
been writing “continental” instead of “Breton”, because the name Geoffrey is it-
self Germanic and Norman in origin. Any popularity that it obtained among ac-
tual Bretons resulted from a similar process of appropriation, wherein Norman
names became popular among non-Normans. Thus, even if “Geoffrey” were an
infallible marker of ethnicity, it would be difficult to tell whether that ethnicity
was Norman or Breton. Finally, there are other Geoffreys lurking in southeast-
ern Wales in the early 12th century. At the Benedictine priory of St Mary in
Monmouth, there were no fewer than eight Geoffreys.>® The brother of Urban,
the bishop of Llandaff, apparently had two names, “Stephen” and “Geoffrey”.56
And in an 1146 charter, Bishop Uhtred of Llandaff, “a Welsh bishop of the old
school, being married with a daughter called Angharad”, had a nephew with
the decidedly new-school name, Geoffrey.5” Are we to identify all of these men
as Bretons? Instead, it is safer to say that the prestige of continental names was
high in and around southeastern Wales in the late 11th and early 12th century.
As for the matter of the Welsh and bishoprics, Gerald of Wales was certainly
under the impression that the Welsh were barred from episcopal office.5® But
Gerald complained about this slight a generation after Geoffrey had died, with
a different political situation in place, and with no small amount of personal
investment. Certainly, it is not wise to deny that anti-Welsh bias operated in
the 12th century, but it is equally wise not to take Gerald’s personal grievances
at his word. At any rate, as Gerald well knew, his own uncle David fitz Gerald
had been elected bishop of St Davids in 1148, just a few years before Geoffrey

Ocidente Cristdo (séc. XII-XIV). Ecclesiastical Careers in Western Christianity (12th-14th c.),
Lisbon, 2007, pp. 331-47, at pp. 335—36.

54  Keats-Rohan, “What's in a Name?” p. 336.

55  See VM, pp. 27—28. Clarke calls the popularity of the name Geoffrey “local fashion” (p. 27).
He has extracted the names from the charters edited in Chartes anciennes, ed. Marchegay.

56 See J.R. Davies, The Book of Llandaf and the Norman Church in Wales, Woodbridge, 2003,
at pp. 119, 129.

57  J.R. Davies, The Book of Llandaf, p. 55. Furthermore, in another example of the popu-
larity of continental names, Uhtred’s own son was called “Robert”; “Uhtred” is itself an
early English name. For the witness, see Llandaff Episcopal Acta, 140-1287, ed. D. Crouch,
Cardiff, 1989, no. 2.

58 Gerald of Wales, The Rights and Status of the Church of St Davids i, ed. ].S. Brewer, Giraldi
Cambrensis Opera, 8 vols., London, 1861—91, vol. 3, pp. 99—373, at pp. 120—23.
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became bishop of St Asaph. With a Welsh mother and a Norman father, David
could appease both sides, and his case certainly shows that Gerald’s complaints
do not hold true for the middle of the century (especially since David the uncle
could claim to have more Welsh blood than Gerald the nephew, who only had
one Welsh grandparent). In the very same year that David was elected, Nicholas
ap Gwrgan became bishop of Llandaff, the other southern Welsh diocese. And
although Nicholas had been a monk at the abbey of St Peter’s, Gloucester for
most of his life — it was not unheard of for Welshmen from southeastern Wales
to seek out that abbey — he apparently had a Welsh father and acted as a go-
between for the Glamorgan Welsh and the earl of Gloucester.>® Just a few years
after Archbishop Theobald had consecrated David and Nicholas, he made
Geoffrey bishop of St Asaph. Finally, the archbishop had previously appointed
another Welshman, Meurig, as the bishop of Bangor in 1140. Meurig had trou-
ble with both the secular and ecclesiastical leaders of Gwynedd, falling out
with his countrymen and fleeing to Canterbury.6° Far from the impossibility
of a Welshman becoming bishop, it seems that Theobald had a policy of ap-
pointing Welshmen who showed strong Anglo-Norman leanings: David had a
Norman father; Meurig was reform-minded, irked Gwynedd nobility, and even
swore fealty to King Stephen; Nicholas had been a monk at Gloucester and
had the support of his influential former abbot, Gilbert Foliot; and Geoffrey
had resided at Oxford for most of his life and his bona fides as a supporter
of the Angevin cause were apparently not in question. Meurig’s and David’s
appointments had setbacks, and their cases suggest that Geoffrey would have
had to recognize the supremacy of Canterbury, which, based on how he dis-
missed St Davids’ metropolitan aspirations in his own work, one imagines
was freely given in exchange for a bishopric. In sum, I suspect, were he alive
today, Archbishop Theobald’s face would register astonishment if he were to
read that Geoffrey would not have been granted a Welsh see “had he been a
Welshman, even a well-affected Welshman’, since he had indeed given three
well-affected Welshmen sees on earlier occasions.5!

59  D. Walker, “Nicholas ap Gwrgan (d. 183), bishop of Llandaft”, Oxford Dictionary of
National Biography, Oxford University Press, 2014, <http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/
article/20086> (accessed 26 June 2018). It has sometimes been assumed that Nicholas was
the son of the previous bishop of Llandaff, Urban, whose name appears as “Gwrgant” in
Welsh. Urban’s own ethnicity is uncertain.

60 The Acts of Welsh Rulers, 1120-1283, ed. H. Pryce, Cardiff, 2005, p. 323; id., “Esgobaeth Bangor
yn Oes y Tywysogion” [The diocese of Bangor in the age of the princes], in W.P. Griffith
(ed.), “Ysbryd Dealltwrus ac Enaid Anfarwol”: Ysgrifau ar Hanes Crefydd yng Ngwynedd
Ngwynedd [“Enlightened spirit and eternal soul”: essays on the history of religion in
Gwynedd], Bangor, 1999, pp. 3757, at pp. 44—45.

61  Tatlock, LHB, p. 443.
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Furthermore, the dour ending of Geoffrey’s history, at least for Welsh read-
ers, need not imply that he was not Welsh. Geoffrey had a resourceful imagi-
nation, but historical exigency forced his hand, and even the most inventive
author had to face the fact that the Welsh had lost the majority of Britain
and that internecine feuding was rampant in Welsh politics. But more to the
point, the assumption that Geoffrey must not be Welsh because he criticizes
Welsh leaders and paints a dire picture of their current situation seems to me
misguided. For Gildas, Wulfstan, or even commentators on current American
politics, criticism of political leaders and the state of the nation does not nec-
essarily imply that one does not belong to that polity. Indeed, the opposite
seems more likely. The distance of goo years tends to flatten out complicated
and shifting political beliefs, but it is not too difficult to imagine that Geoffrey
could both be Welsh and criticize the Wales of his day. He was not even the
only Welsh historian of his generation to give an ambiguous view of his coun-
trymen, as the author of the “Llanbadarn History”, who wrote sometime before
1127, has much in common with Geoffrey’s approach.6? Similarly, the author of
Breudwyt Ronabwy (“The Dream of Rhonabwy”) has Arthur praise the ancient
Welsh while disparaging the Welsh who defend Britain in later times: “[...] I
feel so sad that scum such as these are protecting this Island after such fine
men that protected it in the past.”63 Moreover, discussions of the ending of the
DGB have in general failed to take account of the intellectual climate of the
12th century. Although this period has at times been termed “the Renaissance
of the 12th century”, it was nonetheless a deeply pessimistic era.64 Writers de-
cried the fallen state of humanity, and found the idealized past superior to
the present, where scholarship, governance, and even love had degraded into
a lamentable disarray. The ending of the D6 B falls completely in line with the
dramatic pessimism that marks so many contemporary works.6>

Still, it is undeniable that Geoffrey does place seemingly undue importance
on Brittany in his history, which indeed suggests a Breton partiality of some
sort. However, a familial connection to Brittany is not the only explanation.

62  OW. Jones, “Brut y Tywysogion: the History of the Princes and Twelfth-Century
Cambro-Latin Historical Writing”, Haskins Society Journal 26 (2014), 20927, at pp. 222—27.

63  Breudwyt Ronabwy: allan o'r Llyfr Coch o Hergest [The Dream of Rhonabwy, from the Red
Book of Hergest], ed. M. Richards, Cardiff, 1948, pp. 6-7: “[...] truanet gennyf vot dynyon
ky vawhet a hynny yn gwarchadw yr ynys honn gwedy gwyr kystal ac a'e gwarchetwis
gynt”; The Mabinogion, trans. S. Davies, Oxford, 2007, pp. 21426, at p. 217.

64  C.S. Jaeger, “Pessimism in the Twelfth-Century ‘Renaissance’”, Speculum 78:4 (2003),
1151-83.

65  Asimilar sentiment of despair is found in the VM, 1l. 580-85.



18 SMITH

Another possible explanation of this apparent bias relies on the pioneering
work of Katharine Keats-Rohan.6¢ She has argued that the civil war of King
Stephen’s reign was, in large part, a war between two feuding Breton kinship
groups with long-standing grievances. Her work has demonstrated that, with
a few exceptions, the allegiances of the Bretons in the English civil war are en-
tirely dependent on pre-existing kin-groups and their biases. The ins and outs
of these two Breton groups are a complicated affair, but what is important for
our purposes is that the Empress Matilda had the backing of a group of Bretons
whose ancestral allegiances were to eastern Brittany: Dol, Cambour, and
Fougeres. Stephen, on the other hand, had the support of a group of Bretons
led by Alan of Penthiévre, the count of Richmond. Geoffrey, for his part, has
been described as a supporter of the Angevin cause during the civil war.6” He
dedicated the DGB to Robert, earl of Gloucester, one of the Empress’s dough-
tiest supporters, and the work’s portrayal of female rulership would seem to
support Empress Matilda’s right to rule.6® Therefore, perhaps his valorization
of Brittany owes more to Geoffrey’s politics than to any personal connection?
Such a view might help explain the favoritism he shows toward Dol, which
was the heartland of those Bretons supporting the Empress, and the relative
neglect of the rest of Brittany.5% It might also explain (in part) his devotion to

66  K.S.B. Keats-Rohan, “The Bretons and Normans of England 1066-1154: the Family,
the Fief and the Feudal Monarchy’, Nottingham Medieval Studies 36 (1992), 42-78;
ead., “William I and the Breton Contingent in the Non-Norman Conquest 1060-1087",
Anglo-Norman Studies 13 (1991), 157—72.

67 Crick, “Monmouth, Geoffrey of (d. 154/5)"; ead., “Geoffrey of Monmouth, Prophecy, and
History”, Journal of Medieval History 18:4 (1992), 357—71.

68  F.Tolhurst, Geoffrey of Monmouth and the Translation of Female Kingship, New York, 2013.

69  Although the Angevin cause did not pick up steam until 1139, after the Empress arrived
in England and — importantly — after Geoffrey had written the D6B, Keats-Rohan shows
that the allegiances of the Bretons in England were almost entirely predictable by their
kinship groups and by grievances that went back well into the 11th century. Thus, Geoffrey
would have known that the Bretons in England who saw Dol and its environs as their
ancestral homeland supported the Angevin cause. For the dating of the DGB as a pro-
Matilda text even though it was finished before the civil war proper began, see Tolhurst,
Geoffrey of Monmouth, esp. pp. 54—73. Although Brynley Roberts follows Lloyd in claiming
Breton descent for Geoffrey, he fleetingly suggests that Norman and Breton allegiances
might have something to do with Geoffrey’s praise of Brittany; see B.F. Roberts, “Sylwadau
ar Sieffre o Fynwy a’r Historia Regum Britanniae” [Remarks on Geoffrey of Monmouth and
the Historia Requm Britanniae], Llén Cymru 12 (1972—73), 127—45, at p. 129: “Mae’n wir fod
amodau gwleidyddol y cyfnod yn ei gwneud yn anodd i awdur a geisiai nawdd llysoedd
uchaf Lloegr glodfori’r Cymry, a'i bod yn naturiol iddo osod ei bwyslais ar y gangen honno
o’r hen genedl a fu, rai ohonynt, yn gynghreiriaid 4 Normaniaid, ond er hynny, mae’n dra
phosibl fod yma gydasiad ffodus o duedd bersonol a gofynion doethineb ymarferol’, “It’s
true that the period’s political conditions made it difficult for an author who wanted to
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Cornwall, since the leaders of Cornwall and Devon, of West Norman descent
and allied to the Bretons of Dol, also supported the Empress.”® At any rate,
space does not permit a full discussion of these matters, and I only wish to sug-
gest that invoking Breton exceptionalism during the conflict between Stephen
and Matilda had immediate political ramifications and does not necessarily
point to Geoffrey’s love of his own ancestral homeland.

Given all this, the idea that Geoffrey was of Breton descent because he fa-
vors Brittany and belittles Wales seems more and more like a just-so tautology
designed to shoehorn Geoffrey’s challenging work into a nationalist paradigm
that did not exist in his own day. The central question that Lloyd sought to
answer was how a Welshman could create a chronicle that praised the Bretons
and offered seemingly little redemption to the Welsh, in stark contrast with
Lloyd’s own A History of Wales. An acceptable patriotic answer was to make
Geoffrey a foreigner. This question, undergirded by a clunky nationalism that
is ill-suited for a literary work like the DG B, still frames the debate on Geoffrey’s
ethnicity in a manner that constrains interpretations of his work. Instead, I
would suggest that we approach Geoffrey’s Breton favoritism with a different
set of questions. First, what are the political ramifications of writing a history
that gives Brittany a prominent role in British affairs during the reign of King
Stephen? Does the pessimistic ending of the DGB work in the same way as
other instances of 12th-century nostalgia and pessimism, as a call to reform
and a critique of current institutions? These, to my mind at least, are more
promising questions.

Other scholars prefer to see Geoffrey as simply Welsh: he was from
Monmouth, gave the Welsh a lavish history, and used Welsh sources.” The only
piece of roughly contemporary evidence that we have regarding Geoffrey’s
ethnicity — his origins in Monmouth aside — supports this view. A 12th-century
copy of the p6B in Oxford, Bodleian Library, Rawlinson C. 152 contains the ear-
liest version of a variant dedication of the PM to Alexander, bishop of Lincoln.”?
Here, Geoffrey’s usual address to Alexander is replaced by his apology for the

gain the support of England’s upper nobility to praise the Welsh, and it would be natural
for him to emphasize that branch of the ancient race that had allied, at least in part, with
the Normans, but in spite of that, it's exceedingly possible that here we are dealing with a
fortunate union of personal bias and the demands of practical wisdom.”

70  Keats-Rohan, “Bretons and Normans’, p. 73. Further investigations along these lines
might be profitably combined with the issues raised in Padel, “Geoffrey of Monmouth
and Cornwall’, pp. 17—20. See also E.M.R. Ditmas, “Geoffrey of Monmouth and the Breton
families in Cornwall”, wHR 6 (1972-73), 451-61.

71 For a representative overview, see Gillingham, “Context and Purposes”.

72 See DGB, p. ix and Crick, SC, pp. 155-56, no. 156.
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clumsiness of the prophecies in Latin, and it contains the following clause:
“I, a bashful Briton, have not been taught how to sing what Merlin had sung
sweetly and in verse in the British language.””® Although this variant dedica-
tion has a decidedly Galfridian ring to it and a good textual pedigree, it is dif-
ficult to know if it is to be attributed to a variant from Geoffrey himself, or from
a slightly later adapter. Yet even if it is the latter, it would show that an early
fan of Geoffrey’s work believed, and thought others would believe, that he
spoke the same language as Merlin, and that he was thus Welsh. It must be said
however that Brito, “Briton’, is a slippery word in the 12th century, and could
mean any of the Brittonic peoples, all of whose languages were most likely
still mutually intelligible.” For that matter, attempts at uncovering Geoffrey’s
knowledge of Welsh have proven inconclusive, though it is clear that he had
enough knowledge of the language to create Welsh etymologies and possibly
access vernacular sources.” (As an aside, one wonders whether the reluctance
to credit Geoffrey with knowledge of Welsh, in spite of his familiarity with and
interest in the language, reflects modern attitudes about which languages are
accessible and which are not. All things being equal, knowledge of French or
English seems more freely granted to medieval polyglots than Welsh or Irish).76
The same slipperiness appears at the end of the VM, where Geoffrey ad-
dresses Britanni, “Britons”, and asks them to give a laurel wreath to him, since
“[h]e is indeed your Geoffrey, for he once sang of your battles and those of your
princes.””” Although it seems as if Geoffrey is claiming that he is a “Briton’, the
passage is anything but straightforward.”® However, Owain Wyn Jones, in his
contribution to this volume, argues that Geoffrey was careful to distinguish

73 DGB, vil.1o, n. 12—24: “pudibundus Brito non doctus canere quod in Brittannico Merlinus
dulciter et metrice cecinit.” Translation mine.

74  For an overview of the nomenclature, see H. Pryce, “British or Welsh? National Identity in
Twelfth-Century Wales”, EHR 116 (2001), 775-801.

75  T.D. Crawford, “On the Linguistic Competence of Geoffrey of Monmouth’, Medium £vum
51 (1982), 152—62.

76  Forinstance, Tatlock, LHB, p. 445 generously grants Geoffrey knowledge of English based
on little evidence, but remains skeptical of Geoffrey’s knowledge of Welsh, refusing to
state one way or another if he spoke Breton or Welsh, even though the DB shows far
greater investment in these. Ben Guy reviews the evidence for Geoffrey’s linguistic ability
on pp. 39-42.

77 VM, 1l. 1525-26: “Est enim vester, nam quondam prelia vestra / vestrorumque ducum
cecinit.”

78  See Guy’s chapter in this volume.
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Brittany from Britain, and in light of that distinction it would seem that these
passages suggest that Geoffrey was Welsh.”™

Geoffrey’s ethnicity is also tied up in another critical debate about the pGs.
At the beginning of the DB, finding himself contemplating the ancient his-
tory of Britain, Geoffrey announces the source for his own study:

I 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 excel-
lent style a continuous narrative of all their deeds from the first king of
the Britons, Brutus, down to Cadualadrus, son of Cadwallo.80

Earlier scholars sought to find Walter’s book, or at least identify what texts this
book might have contained, but most now recognize this passage and Walter’s
book as a fictional literary trope.8! There is, however, much less agreement on
how audiences are meant to imagine the origin of this fictional book. When
Walter brings the book “ex Britannia”, does he bring it out of Britain or out of
Brittany? From the foregoing discussion, it should be apparent how the origin
of the book becomes implicated in larger arguments about Geoffrey’s ethnic-
ity and his purpose in writing his history. However, another option for the old
book’s origin exists besides Britain or Brittany.82 First, as Paul Russell observes
in his contribution to this volume, the DGB positions itself as an extension
of classical history, picking up where Dares Phrygius’s The Fall of Troy leaves
off. Indeed the opening sentence of the Prologue references the title of Dares’
work, making this connection clear to aficionados of Trojan history.82 But this
is not the only reference to Dares. In fact, the passage in which Walter presents

79  See Jones’s contribution to this volume, as well as Guy’s Welsh reception article.

80  DGB, Prologus, 2.7-12: “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 Caduallonis actus omnium continue et ex ordine perpul-
cris orationibus proponebat.”

81 For some studies of this trope in the 12th century, see: F. Wilhelm, “Antike und Mittelalter.
Studien zur Literaturgeschichte. I. Ueber fabulistische quellenangaben’, Beitrage zur
Geschichte der deutschen Sprache und Literatur 33 (1908), 286—339; M. Otter, Inventiones:
Fiction and Referentiality in Twelfth-Century English Historical Writing, Chapel Hill, 1996,
pp. 81-82; S. Harris, The Linguistic Past in Twelfth-Century Britain, Cambridge, 2017,
Pp- 91-99.

82  I'would like to thank Owain Wyn Jones for spurring me to think along these lines.

83  See Russell’s contribution to this volume.
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the book he brought “ex Britannia” is explicitly modeled off the introduction of
The Fall of Troy. Although it originally was written in Greek, The Fall of Troy cir-
culated widely in western Europe in Latin translation, which was purportedly
written by one Cornelius Nepos.8* While Geoffrey has embellished his source,
a comparison of the two shows that the found book passage in the pGB is in-
debted to the found book passage in The Fall of Troy:

Cum multa Athenis studiose agerem, inveni historicam Daretis Phrygii,
ipsius manu scriptam, ut titulus indicat, quam de Graecis et Trojanis me-
moriae mandavit.8?

When I'was spending my time in a most studious manner at Athens, I found
the history of Dares Phrygius, written by his own hand, just as the title makes
clear, which he made to remember the Greeks and the Trojans.

Cum mecum multa et de multis saepius animo reuoluens in hystoriam
regum Britanniae inciderem, in mirum contuli quod infra mentionem
quam de eis Gildas et Beda luculento tractatu fecerant nichil de regibus
qui ante incarnationem Christi inhabitauerant, nichil etiam de Arturo
ceterisque compluribus qui post incarnationem successerunt repperis-
sem, cum et gesta eorum digna aeternitate laudis constarent et a multis
populis quasi inscripta iocunde et memoriter praedicentur.86

While my mind was often pondering many things in many ways, my
thoughts turned to the history of the kings of Britain, and I was surprised
that, among the references to them in the fine works of Gildas and Bede,

84 For a discussion the existence of the work in Greek, see A. Beschorner, Untersuchungen zu
Dares Phrygius, Tiibingen, 1992, pp. 231-43.

85  Dares Phrygius, The Fall of Troy Prologus, 1l. 14, ed. F. Meister, Daretis Phrygii. De exci-
dio Troiae historia, Leipzig, 1873, p. 1. The lack of a modern edition of The Fall of Troy
has perhaps rendered Geoffrey’s indebtedness to Dares slightly more difficult to detect.
Meister’s edition begins “Cum multa ago Athenis curiose”. However, I have chosen to fol-
low the reading witnessed in several of the earliest British manuscripts; for the English
and Welsh reception of Dares, see L.F. D'Arcier, Histoire et Géographie d'un Mythe: La
Circulation des Manuscrits du De Excidio Troiae De Dareés le Phrygien (viii®-xv® siécles),
Paris, 2006, pp. 401-23 and pp. 402-03 for a list of British manuscripts. Of the eighteen
British manuscripts from the 11th century through the 13th, seven (including the earliest
two British witnesses) contain the reading “studiose agerem” or its close variant “studio-
sissime agerem”; see D'Arcier, Histoire et Géographie d'un Mythe, p. 433, n. 7. See also First
Variant Version, ed. Wright, p. xc.

86  DGB, Prologus 1.1-6.



INTRODUCTION AND BIOGRAPHY 23

I 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 deeds were worthy of eternal praise and are pro-
claimed by many people as if they had been entertainingly and memorably
written down.

First of all, both passages appear at the very beginning of the work. Geoffrey,
moreover, has kept some of the syntax of the first sentence of his source, though
he has added many details in additional clauses: Both passages begin with a
cum clause and an imperfect verb, and both have multa toward the beginning
of the sentence. (As Russell shows in his chapter, this type of half-citation is
a hallmark of Geoffrey’s style). Both Cornelius and Geoffrey are involved in
studious activity: Geoffrey ponders the history of British kings, while Cornelius
studies at Athens. Both Cornelius and Geoffrey claim to be translating newly
discovered histories that aim to set the historical record straight.8” They both
pause to reflect on the nature of translation into Latin: Cornelius announc-
es that he has neither added nor omitted anything to his source and that his
translation will be straightforward.8® Geoffrey, too, claims that his work will
be in a simple style, with no rhetorical embellishments.8 And they both place
their work in opposition to more established and canonical sources. Cornelius
offers an alternative to Homer, while Geoffrey suggests that Bede and Gildas
do not have the full story either.%? In writing his revisionist account of British
history, Geoffrey followed Cornelius’s discovery of the revisionist account of
Trojan history.

Given this, the imagined source of Geoffrey’s British book becomes clearer.
Cornelius claims to have found historicam Daretis Phrygii, ipsius manu scriptam,
“the history of Dares Phrygius, written by his own hand”. Importantly, the copy
that Cornelius is translating from is Dares’ own, from the ancient past. These
few words are important for Cornelius because he directly opposes the author-
ity of Dares, who lived and fought in the Trojan war, to that of Homer, who was

87  Cornelius phrases his challenge as a rhetorical question to readers. Dares Phrygius, The
Fall of Troy Prologus, 1l. 10-16, ed. Meister, p. 1: “utrum magis verum esse existiment, quod
Dares Phrygius memoriae commendavit, qui per id tempus ipsum vixit et militavit, quo
Graeci Troianos obpugnarent; anne Homero credendum, qui post multos annos natus
est, quam bellum hoc gestum est”, “whether they judge what Dares Phrygius passed down
to be more truthful - he lived and fought during the very time when the Greeks assailed
Troy — or if they should believe Homer, who was born many years after the war had been
waged.”

88  Dares Phrygius, The Fall of Troy Prologus, ll. 4-10, ed. Meister, p. 1.

89  DGB, Prologus 2.12-17.

9o  See note 86 above.
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born much later — an eyewitness account versus Homer’s poetic retelling. This
small detail also accords with the way other uses of this trope function in the
late classical world — the book miraculously survives from an antique past.%!
Indeed, other 12th century examples, many of which are indebted to Geoffrey,
also imagine that their found books have withstood the wear of time.%2 In
other words, these found books are not copies of copies; they are thought to be
authentic artifacts from the past, contemporaneous with the events described
therein. The “Britannia” that produced Geoffrey’s book is neither Wales/Britain
nor Brittany, but the Britannia that Geoffrey’s history describes — the famed
ancient kingdom over which Arthur and other kings ruled. That is, after all,
why Geoffrey mentions that the book is uetustissimus, “very old”; Walter’s book
has survived from that fabled past to Geoffrey’s own day.?® The Britannia of
the DG B, a sovereign kingdom with a single crown, ruled by the native Britons,
is the same as imagined by contemporary Welsh historians.®* A book surviv-
ing from that cherished period would electrify Geoffrey’s historically-minded
Welsh contemporaries. That is, after all, exactly what happened.

91 S. Merkle, “Telling the True Story of the Trojan War: The Eyewitness Account of Dictys
of Crete’, in . Tatum (ed.), The Search for the Ancient Novel, Baltimore, 1994, pp. 183—96;
id., “The Truth and Nothing but the Truth: Dictys and Dares’, in G.L. Schmeling (ed.), The
Novel in the Ancient World, Leiden, 1996, pp. 563-80; K. Ni Mheallaigh, “The ‘Phoenician
Letters’ of Dictys of Crete and Dionysius Scytobrachion”, The Cambridge Classical Journal
58 (2012), 181-93. I would like to thank Joseph Howley for providing me with these
references.

92 Gesta abbatum monasterii Sancti Albani, a Thoma Walsingham, regnante Ricardo Secundo,
ejusdem ecclesice preecentore, compilata, ed. H.T. Riley, London, 1867-69, pp. 26—27; The
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle: a Collaborative Edition. Vol. 7, MS. E, ed. S. Irvine, Cambridge,
2004, s.a. 963, pp. 57-58 (see pp. xciv—xcvi for a discussion of the 12th-century interpo-
lation of the miraculous discovery of the “writes”); J. Byron Smith, Walter Map and the
Matter of Britain, Philadelphia, 2017, pp. 166-67.

93 At the end of the history, Geoffrey warns his peers to stay silent on the matters of an-
cient British history, “since they don't possess that book in the British language which
Walter the archdeacon of Oxford brought from Britannia ...", “cum non habeant librum
illum Britannici sermonis quem Walterus Oxenefordensis archidiaconus ex Britannia
aduexit ...” (translation mine). Reeve translates “ex Britannia aduexit” as “carried out of
Brittany”, but I would suggest that “ex” here is being used to indicate the source of the
book, and that by “brought out of Britannia” Geoffrey asks us to imagine Walter recover-
ing the book from antiquity. See DMLBS, s.v. ex, def. 6. Of course, Geoffrey could also be
imagining a different account of textual transmission at the end of the pGB; he does,
indeed, seem to delight in ambiguity of this sort.

94 Roberts, “Sylwadau”, pp. 139—45; id., “Geoffrey of Monmouth and the Welsh Historical
Tradition”, Nottingham Mediaeval Studies 20 (1976), 29—40. The idea of an ancient, unified
British kingdom with a king ruling from London also existed in Welsh law; see R.C. Stacey,
Law and the Imagination in Medieval Wales, Philadelphia, 2018, pp. 29-55, esp. pp. 34-35.
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The Welsh accepted Geoffrey, or at least his work, as their own. Four 13th-
century Welsh translations of Geoffrey’s DG B exist, and more appeared in the
following centuries. These translations tend to be on the faithful side, though
the only English translation available for a modern audience is the highly id-
iosyncratic Cotton Cleopatra version, which has given non-Welsh readers the
unfortunate impression that the Welsh needed to drastically alter Geoffrey’s
text to make it palatable; they did not.%> Moreover, Geoffrey had a pervasive
influence on Welsh literature which begins to appear almost immediately after
his work circulated. One Welshman, Madog of Edeirnion, produced his own
Latin recension of the DB, and provided a prefatory poem that is one of the
few surviving direct commentaries on Geoffrey’s work produced by the medi-
eval Welsh.%6 For Madog, Geoffrey’s history is nothing less than dulcia, “sweets”,
to Welsh readers, providing nourishment and pleasure.9” Similarly, it would
seem that the redactor of the First Variant Version also recognized that the
DGB could be read as pro-Welsh, and they perhaps even grasped the danger
it posed for accepted English historiography, since one of its central adjust-
ments is to make Geoffrey’s history fall into line with other English historical
sources.?8 Overall, the zeal with which the Welsh took to Geoffrey’s history led
John Gillingham to observe that “no medieval Welshman made the mistake of
thinking Geoffrey anti-Welsh.”9® Those elements in Geoffrey’s work that have
made modern scholars suspect that it does not support Welsh interests — its
Breton favoritism and its ending — seem not to have troubled the medieval
Welsh in the least.

Another possibility is that Geoffrey’s stance in the DGB, or even perhaps
in his own life, is one of studied ambiguity, a perspective that other writers
from the March of Wales, the borderlands between Wales and England, also
adopted.190 Indeed, he is typically grouped with two other 12th-century Latin

95  Bruty Brenhinedd: Cotton Cleopatra Version, ed. and trans. ].J. Parry, Cambridge, MA, 1937.

96  The poem appears in Cardiff, Central Library, 2.61, fols. gv—10r, and was copied into
Cambridge, Corpus Christi College, 281. For the edition, see Geoffrey of Monmouth, De
gestis Britonum, ed. ]. Hammer, Geoffrey of Monmouth. Historia requm Britanniae. A vari-
ant version edited from manuscripts, Cambridge, MA, 1951, p. 18.

97 Geoffrey of Monmouth, De gestis Britonum, ed. Hammer, p. 18, 1. 24.

98  R.W. Leckie, Jr, The Passage of Dominion: Geoffrey of Monmouth and the Periodization
of Insular History in the Twelfth Century, Toronto, 1981; First Variant Version, ed. Wright,
pp- bex—Ixxviii.

99  Gillingham, “Context and Purposes”, p. 31.

100 For Gerald of Wales, see R. Bartlett, Gerald of Wales, 1146-1223, Oxford, 1982, pp. 16—29 and
JJ. Cohen, Hybridity, Identity, and Monstrosity in Medieval Britain: On Difficult Middles,
New York, 2006, pp. 77-108. For Walter Map, see J. Byron Smith, Walter Map, pp. 1—28. For
Geoffrey’s own ambiguity, see Otter, Inventiones.
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writers from the Anglo-Welsh borderlands, forming a trio of Marcher writers
whose names all happen to begin with the letter g: Geoffrey of Monmouth,
Gerald of Wales, and Walter Map. All three of these authors engage with Wales
and its past in ways that are not easily classifiable. At times, they seem to ad-
mire aspects of the Welsh, at others, they denigrate them, and elsewhere they
seem to take great joy in explaining the Welsh for a wider audience. In spite of
the similarities, Geoffrey’s intellectual project remains far different from the
other two. His interest in British history is deeper and, in actuality, more seri-
ous than Gerald’s, whose many talents were often self-serving, and Walter’s,
who had no aspirations to write something that could pass for serious history.
In Welsh matters, if Walter is typically thought of as a brilliant anecdotalist and
Gerald as a crafty personal propagandist and sly ethnographer, then Geoffrey
of Monmouth might be said to be — paradoxically — the author of both the
master narrative and the counter narrative of Welsh history, to use two im-
portant terms from postcolonial studies. He provided the Anglo-Norman elite
with a master narrative that was used to justify the subjugation of Wales, while
at the same time he gave the Welsh an illustrious national pedigree that con-
tained within it the possibility of future glories.

If Geoffrey’s intention was indeed to play both sides as a Marcher might,
to be both Welsh and Anglo-Norman (as Monmouth itself was), then he suc-
ceeded tremendously, since current scholarly opinion of his work is as varied
as its medieval British reception. The following essays bear out this ambiguity,
especially with regard to Geoffrey’s “British book”, his ethnicity, and his politi-
cal leanings. In these matters, we have preferred to let the medley of scholarly
opinion stand in the open, rather than hide disagreement through editorial
fiat. This policy, however, means that several authors, though they seldom
agree, address the same passages and problems. Given the variety that these
interpretations bring to the volume, we hope that readers approach these oc-
casional repetitions with forgiving eyes.

Finally, like many popular authors, a few erroneous traditions have aris-
en about Geoffrey. The most egregious, and interesting, is found in the so-
called Aberpergwm Brut, a product of Edward Williams (better known as Iolo
Morganwg).!%! Iolo was, among other things, a brilliant forger of early Welsh
material, and in his Aberpergwm Brut one can see his inventive mind at work:

In the same year, Geoffrey ab Arthur, the family priest of William ab
Rhobert, became bishop, but, before he could enter into his office, he

101 Forlolo’s forgeries, see M.A. Constantine, The Truth against the World: Iolo Morganwg and
Romantic Forgery, Cardiff, 2007.
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died in his house in Llandaff, and he was buried in the church there. He
was a man whose equal in learning, knowledge, and every divine virtue
could not be found. He was the foster son of Uchtryd, the archbishop of
Llandaff, and his nephew on his brother’s side, and for his learning and
knowledge he was given the archdeaconry in St Teilo’s in Llandaff, where
he was the teacher of many scholars and princes.!02

But this is a mess of lies.'%3 Somewhat more credible is the occasional sugges-
tion that Geoffrey was responsible for the Book of Llandaff, a gospel book that
also contains saints’ lives and charters and other material about the history of
southeastern Wales, much of it of debatable authenticity.!°* While few schol-
ars today would attribute the Book of Llandaff to Geoffrey, the identification is
in truth not so far afield, and it sits uncomfortably here in the same paragraph
as Iolo Morganwg’s brazen forgery. Geoffrey’s supposed authorship of the book
is based on some real similarities. Both works show skill in researching and
manipulating Welsh historical sources, and both demonstrate a conspicuous
ingenuity when it comes to crafting a vision of the past. Indeed, Geoffrey knew
material in the Book of Llandaff, but he did not follow it, and he occasionally
ridicules the diocese’s pretentions in his own work.1%5 For this reason, it seems
highly unlikely that he had a hand in the Book of Llandaff, though both he
and its authors were involved in the same project of pasting together historical
sources to create a coherent narrative of the British past.

Even without Iolo Morganwg’s romantic biography, modern readers who are
approaching Geoffrey and his work for the first time might be tempted to clas-
sify Geoffrey as an eccentric, even exotic, figure. After all, a mysterious writer

102 The Myvyrian Archaiology of Wales, ed. O. Jones, E. Williams, and W.O. Pughe, 3 vols.,
Denbigh, 1801-07, vol. 2, p. 566: “Yn yr un flwyddyn, y gwnaethpwyd Galffrai ab Arthur
(offeiriad Teulu Wiliam ab Rhobert) yn Escob, eithr cyn ei fyned yn ei Ansawdd efe a fu
farw yn ei Dy yn Llan Daf, ac a cladded yn yr Eglwys yno. Gwr ydoedd ni chaid ei ail am
ddysg a gwybodau, a phob campau dwyfawl. Mab Maeth oedd ef i Uchtryd Archescob
Llan Daf, a nai mab brawd iddaw, ac am ei ddysg a'i wybodau y doded arnaw Febyddiaeth
yn Eglwys Teilaw yn Llan Daf lle y bu ef yn Athraw llawer o ysgolheigion a phendefigion.”
Translation mine.

103 See J.E. Lloyd, “Geoffrey of Monmouth’, pp. 462—64.

104  The Text of the Book of Llan Déav: Reproduced from the Gwysaney Manuscript, ed. J.G. Evans
and J. Rhys, Oxford, 1893, pp. xviii-xxvii; C. Brooke, “The Archbishops of St Davids,
Llandaff, and Caerleon-on-Usk’, in N.K. Chadwick et al. (eds.), Studies in the Early British
Church, Cambridge, 1958, pp. 201—42 (repr. in The Church and the Welsh Border in the
Central Middle Ages, ed. D.N. Dumville (Studies in Celtic History, 8), Woodbridge, 1986,
16-49); Roberts, “Sylwadau”, pp. 129-30; VM, pp. 31-33.

105 For Geoffrey’s knowledge of the Book of Llandaff, see Guy’s contribution to this volume.
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who called the borderlands home, who possessed deep learning, and who traf-
ficked in ancient stories of a forgotten past certainly exercises a pull upon the
imagination. As attractive as that portrait is, Geoffrey is better understood as a
natural product of multicultural and multilingual 12th-century Britain. Indeed,
as Geoffrey himself wrote, the Britain of his day was “inhabited by five peo-
ples, the Normans, the Britons, the Saxons, the Picts and the Scots”19¢ Even
this description falls short of the actual cultural heterogeneity of 12th-century
Britain, since Geoffrey here is constrained by his stylized adaptation of Bede
and he omits Breton immigrants, Flemish settlers, and Jewish inhabitants, to
name just a few. Far from being an outlier, his mélange of Welsh, English, and
Norman influences shows him to be part of the mainstream of the intellec-
tual culture of his day. From Monmouth to Oxford, dying with his eyes turned
toward a bishopric in northern Wales, no doubt still turning over the ancient
British past in his mind, Geoffrey embodies the complex, often vexed, cosmo-
politanism of his day. In turn, we hope that the various essays presented in
this volume, written by scholars at all stages of their careers and from several
disciplines, do justice to Geoffrey’s own diverse influences and inspirations.

106 DGB, i.5.42—44: “... quinque inhabitatur populis, Normannis uidelicet atque Britannis,
Saxonibus, Pictis, et Scotis”.
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CHAPTER 1
Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Welsh Sources

Ben Guy

Introduction: Britons, Bretons, and the Unworthy Welsh

It has long been recognized that Geoffrey of Monmouth drew on sources origi-
nating from the Brittonic-speaking world. This fact is frequently mentioned
in scholarly literature, though it is rarely accompanied by detailed supporting
evidence. It was, after all, with the Britons, both contemporary and ancient,
that Geoffrey was primarily concerned, and it was to the Britons that he looked
for source material concerning the history of Britannia.l

One might legitimately ask whether it is possible, or even necessary, to dis-
tinguish between sources that originated from different Brittonic-speaking re-
gions. It would appear that the three surviving Brittonic languages had not yet
become mutually unintelligible by the 12th century. Gerald of Wales comment-
ed on this matter in the first recension of his Description of Wales, completed
around 1194, some 60 years after the propagation of the De gestis Britonum:

Indeed, Cornwall and Brittany use almost the same language, which
is, nevertheless, still intelligible to the Welsh in many and almost in all
cases, on account of their original relationship. Inasmuch as it is less re-
fined and rougher, it is closer to the ancient British language, or so I think
myself.2

1 To avoid confusion, I shall continue to employ the adjective “Brittonic” rather than “British”
when referring to the medieval and ancient Britons. I avoid the term “Celtic”, which is mean-
ingless in this context.

2 Gerald of Wales, The Description of Wales 1.6, ed. ].F. Dimock, Giraldi Cambrensis Opera, 8 vols.,
London, 1861-91, vol. 6, pp. 153—228, at p. 177: “Cornubia vero et Armorica Britannia lingua
utuntur fere persimili, Kambris tamen, propter originalem convenientiam, in multis adhuc
et fere cunctis intelligibili. Quae, quanto delicata minus et incomposita magis, tanto anti-
quo linguae Britannicae idiomati magis, ut arbitror, appropriata.” Translation adapted from
Gerald of Wales, The Journey Through Wales and The Description of Wales, trans. L. Thorpe,
Gerald of Wales: The Journey through Wales / The Description of Wales, Harmondsworth, 1978,
p- 231. For the dates of the recensions of The Description of Wales, see R. Bartlett, Gerald of
Wales, 1146-1223, Oxford, 1982, p. 216.
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Modern linguists would agree with Gerald’s observation about the mutual
intelligibility of Medieval Cornish, Breton, and Welsh, and his consideration of
the relationship between the modern languages and their ancient Brittonic pre-
cursor furnishes an interesting and early example of philological speculation.3
But linguistic factors had not forestalled the advent of a divergence in per-
ceived identity and history. While all concerned were aware of their supposed
descent from the ancient Britons, centuries of geographical separation and di-
vergent historical development had caused the Britons of Cornwall, Brittany,
and Wales to view themselves as distinct groups within the loosening Brittonic
family. This process seems not to have been especially advanced by the gth
century. The Welsh Latin Historia Brittonum, written in 829 or 830, refers to
the Bretons simply as Brittones Armorici, “Armorican Britons”, and no particu-
lar word is used to differentiate the Britons of Wales from Britons elsewhere.*
The Welshman Asser, writing later in the gth century, simply uses the word
Britannia, without further specificity, to describe Wales, just as the same word
was used at that time to describe Brittany.> Each was unambiguously a “land
of the Britons”. By the middle of the 12th century, however, circumstances had
definitively changed, and Welsh writers were rapidly turning their Britannia in
the west of Britain into Wallia, “Wales”, and their fellow Britons into Walenses,
“Welsh’, responding in part to new terminological distinctions introduced by
their Anglo-Norman neighbors.6 On the other hand, the Britons of Brittany, in
contrast to the Welsh, were able to continue flourishing successfully within the
Anglo-Norman realm as self-identifying Britones, preserving the earlier termi-
nology, which remains in use today.”

3 L. Fleuriot, “Langue et société dans la Bretagne ancienne’, in J. Balcou and Y. Le Gallo (eds.),
Histoire littéraire et culturelle de la Bretagne, 3 vols., Paris, 1987, vol. 1, pp. 7-28, at p. g; id,,
Dictionnaire des gloses en vieux Breton, Paris, 1964, pp. 13—14; J.E.C. Williams, “Brittany and the
Arthurian Legend’, in R. Bromwich, A.O.H. Jarman, and B.F. Roberts (eds.), The Arthur of the
Welsh: The Arthurian Legend in Medieval Welsh Literature (Arthurian Literature in the Middle
Ages, 1), Cardiff, 1991, pp. 249-72, at pp. 253-54; J. Loth, LEmigration bretonne en Armorique
du Ve au VII® siécle de notre ére, Rennes, 1883, p. 92.

4 Historia Brittonum (Harley 3859) §27, ed. Faral, LLA, pp. 2-62, at p. 21 (hereafter referred to as
HB (Harl. 3859)).

5 E.g. Asser, Life of King Alfred §79, ed. W.H. Stevenson, Asser’s Life of King Alfred. Together with
the Annals of Saint Neots, Oxford, 1959, pp. 63 and 65. See too the translation in S. Keynes
& M. Lapidge, Alfred the Great: Asser’s Life of King Alfred and Other Contemporary Sources,
Harmondsworth, 1983, pp. 93-94.

6 H. Pryce, “British or Welsh? National Identity in Twelfth-Century Wales”, EHR 116 (2001), 775~
801, at pp. 792—96.

7 P. Galliou & M. Jones, The Bretons, Oxford, 1991, pp. 181-82.
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During this time, nobody was more keenly aware of such developments
than Geoffrey of Monmouth. Had he not possessed an intricate understanding
of the cultural self-awareness of different groups of Britons in his own time,
he would not have been so careful to distinguish between the origins of the
Cornish, Bretons, and Welsh in his history. Most remarkable is the distinction
made between the Cornish and the rest of the Britons. Geoffrey attributed to
the Cornish an ethnic distinction that arose prior to the foundation of Britain
by Brutus. While Brutus and his band of Trojan exiles were navigating the
Tyrrhenian sea, they encountered another group of Trojan exiles, descended
through four generations from those who had fled from Troy with Antenor:

Their leader was called Corineus, a just man and a good advisor, of great
character and boldness ... When the Trojans realised their common an-
cestry, they took Corineus and his people with them. Later they were
called Cornish after their chief and in every battle proved more helpful to
Brutus than the rest.8

Geoffrey later explains how, following the establishment of Brutus in Britain
and the naming of his people as “Britons” after him, Corineus founded Cornwall,
which he called Corineia after himself.® Although Cornwall thereafter remains
part of Britain for the remainder of Geoffrey’s account, the Cornish never lose
their unique proclivity for excellence, as has been discussed by Oliver Padel.1°

The Bretons and the Welsh, on the other hand, are, in no uncertain terms,
latter-day Britons. The Bretons are the descendants of those Britons settled in
Armorica by Maximianus, then king of Britain, during his campaign of con-
quest in Gaul:

He [Maximianus] issued an edict to the effect that a hundred thousand
common people should be gathered to be sent to him, as well as thirty
thousand knights to protect them from hostile attack in the country they
were to inhabit. Once all this was organised, he spread them throughout

8 DGB, 1.17.330—36: “Erat eorum dux Corineus dictus, uir modestus, consilii optimus, mag-
nae uirtutis et audaciae ... Agnita itaque ueteris originis prosapia, associauerunt illum
sibi nec non et populum cui praesidebat. Hic, de nomine ducis postmodum Cornubiensis
uocatus, Bruto in omni decertatione prae ceteris auxilium praestabat.”

9 DGB, 1.21.462—67.

10 0] Padel, “Geoffrey of Monmouth and Cornwall’, camcs 8 (1984), 1—-28.
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all the regions of Armorica, making it a second Britain [altera Britannia],
which he presented to Conanus Meriadocus.!!

Thenceforth, the Britons of Armorica in Geoffrey’s narrative are called Armorici
Britones, “Armorican Britons”, or more simply Armoricani, and Brittany is al-
tera Britannia, minor Britannia, or Armoricana Britannia. The extent to which
Geoffrey favored the Armorican Britons over the Insular Britons is well known,
and has led to the plausible suggestion that Geoffrey was himself of Breton
origin.!2 The contrast between Geoffrey’s portrayal of the Insular Britons and
the Armorican Britons following the establishment of Brittany is emphasized
most starkly in the speech that Geoffrey puts into the mouth of Salomon, king
of the Armorican Britons, in his address to Caduallo, the recently exiled king
of the Insular Britons:

When the people of this new Britain of mine lived with your subjects
in your Britain, it was the mistress of all the neighbouring realms, and
there was no one who could conquer it except the Romans. And although
they subjugated it for a time, the Romans were driven out shamefully,
their governors lost and slain. But after my subjects came here, led by
Maximianus and Conanus, the remaining Britons never again enjoyed
the privilege of maintaining uninterrupted control of their land. Many
of their leaders upheld the ancient prowess of their fathers, but more
proved to be weaker heirs, who forgot it completely when their enemies
attacked. Thus I am grieved by the weakness of your people, since we
share the same origins and you are called British, just as we are, we who
bravely protect this land you see from the attacks of all its neighbours.!3

11 DGB, v.86.350—55: “Fecit itaque edictum suum ut centum milia plebanorum in Britannia
insula colligerentur qui ad eum uenirent, praeterea triginta milia militum qui ipsos infra
patriam qua mansuri erant ab hostili irruptione tuerentur. Cumque omnia perpetrasset,
distribuit eos per uniuersas Armorici regni nationes fecitque alteram Britanniam et eam
Conano Meriadoco donauit.”

12 ].E. Lloyd, A History of Wales from the Earliest Times to the Edwardian Conquest, 2 vols.,
3rd ed., London, 1939, vol. 2, pp. 523—24; id., “Geoffrey of Monmouth’, EHR 57 (1942),
460-68, at pp. 466—68; Tatlock, LHB, p. 443; B.F. Roberts, “Sylwadau ar Sieffre o Fynwy a'r
Historia Regum Britanniae” [Remarks on Geoffrey of Monmouth and the Historia Regum
Britanniae), Llén Cymru 12 (1972—73), 127—45, at pp. 128—29. For further discussion of this
matter, see the Introduction above, pp. 11-19.

13  DGB, xi194.332—44: “Cum gens huius meae Britanniae una cum uestratibus in uestra
Britannia cohabitaret, dominabatur omnium prouincialium regnorum, nec fuit uspiam
populus praeter Romanos qui eam subiugare quiuisset. Romani autem, licet eam ad tem-
pus subditam habuissent, amissis rectoribus suis ac interfectis cum dedecore expulsi
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Through their continued degeneracy, the Insular Britons did not retain their
cherished Brittonic nomenclature for long:

As their culture ebbed, they were no longer called Britons, but Welsh, a
name which owes its origin to their leader Gualo, or to queen Galaes or
to their decline ... The Welsh, unworthy successors to the noble Britons,
never again recovered mastery of the whole island, but, squabbling pet-
tily amongst themselves and sometimes with the Saxons, kept constantly
massacring the foreigners or each other.#

Geoffrey therefore emphasizes his claimed historical distinctions between the
Cornish, Bretons, and Welsh with clarity and consistency. The Cornish are a
special group among the Britons, but their separate origin deep in legendary
history serves to underscore their distinction from the Britons proper, and as a
result they are not made to bear any responsibility for the Britons of the pres-
ent. The Bretons and the Welsh, on the other hand, are the direct products of
the later stages of Geoffrey’s historical arc: the former, the descendants of the
Armorican Britons, have courageously maintained the spirit and name of their
ancient forebears, whereas the latter, the descendants of the Insular Britons,
have grown feeble through civil war, and have lost their right to the Brittonic
name, becoming, instead, Welsh. By casting the Cornish as the remote descen-
dants of Corineus’s merry band, Geoffrey effectively exonerates them from the
charges that he is leveling against the Welsh, making the latter the unique wit-
nesses to the decline of ancient Britannia.

It is essential to appreciate Geoffrey’s presentation of the various Brittonic
peoples in order to interrogate his use of source material emanating from the
Brittonic regions properly. For instance, when Geoffrey refers to his infamous
“very old book in the British tongue”, which, as stated at the very end of the
DGB, had been brought by Walter, archdeacon of Oxford, “ex Britannia’, it

abscesserunt. Sed postquam Maximiano et Conano ducibus ad hanc uenerunt prouin-
ciam, residui qui remanserunt numquam eam deinceps habuerunt gratiam ut diadema
regni continue haberent. Quamquam enim multi principes eorum antiquam patrum
dignitatem seruarent, plures tamen debiliores heredes succedebant, qui eam penitus
inuadentibus hostibus amittebant. Vnde debilitatem populi uestri doleo, cum ex eodem
genere simus et sic Britones nominemini sicut et gens regni nostri, quae patriam quam
uidetis omnibus uicinis aduersatam uiriliter tuetur”

14  DGB,x1.207.592—94 and 598-600: “Barbarie etiam irrepente, iam non uocabantur Britones
sed Gualenses, uocabulum siue a Gualone duce eorum siue a Galaes regina siue a bar-
barie trahentes ... Degenerati autem a Britannica nobilitate Gualenses numquam postea
monarchiam insulae recuperauerunt; immo nunc sibi, interdum Saxonibus ingrati con-
surgentes externas ac domesticas clades incessanter agebant.”
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seems probable, given the overall thrust of Geoffrey’s narrative, that Britannia
here is intended to refer to Brittany rather than Wales.!> Although Welshmen
writing in Latin in the late 11th and early 12th centuries could still refer to Wales
as Britannia,'® Geoffrey makes it quite clear that, within the terms of his his-
tory, Wales had long forfeited that hallowed name, and that the only remaining
Brittonic Britannia was altera Britannia, or Brittany. It is partly for this reason
that efforts to equate Geoffrey’s avowed source-book with a manuscript con-
taining a historical compilation similar to the expanded version of the Historia
Brittonum found in London, British Library, Harley 3859 must ultimately fail.'”
Although Geoffrey certainly did use a compilation of exactly that type, as is dis-
cussed below, he is unlikely to have found it in a book brought out of Brittany.
Geoffrey’s “very old book in the British tongue” is no more than a rhetorical
device intended to lend his account credence and mystery, as has long been
recognized by scholars.!® This is not to say that Geoffrey did not use Breton
sources, nor even that Walter did not provide Geoffrey with some ancient book
to translate,'® but, as with so many other aspects of Geoffrey’s work, one cannot
assume that his description of that book was designed for anything other than
rhetorical impact; it is not a statement of historical fact. Nevertheless, whether
Geoffrey’s book existed in reality or merely in rhetoric, there seems little rea-
son to doubt that Geoffrey intended his contemporaries to believe that he had
translated a book written in the Brittonic language. William of Newburgh, for
one, bemoaned that Geoffrey had sought to translate fictitious accounts of the
Britons into Latin.20

15  DGB, Prologus 2.9-10 and xi.208.605. Alternatively, Joshua Byron Smith has suggested that
the phrase “ex Britannia” refers to ancient Britain, rather than contemporary Brittany or
Wales. See Introduction above, pp. 21-24.

16 Pryce, “British or Welsh?” pp. 777-78.

17  E.g. S. Piggott, “The Sources of Geoffrey of Monmouth: I. The ‘Pre-Roman’ King-List’,
Antiquity 15 (1941), 269—86.

18 See now S. Harris, The Linguistic Past in Twelfth-Century Britain, Cambridge, 2017, pp. 91—
99. In the Introduction above, pp. 2124, Joshua Byron Smith argues that Geoffrey bor-
rowed the “ancient British book” device from Dares Phrygius.

19  See also the similar comments in Roberts, “Sylwadau’, pp. 134—35 and Harris, Linguistic
Past, pp. 93—94. Further evidence for Walter’s book is provided by Geffrei Gaimar: see
L. Short, “Gaimar’s Epilogue and Geoffrey of Monmouth's Liber vetustissimus”, Speculum
69:2 (1994), 323—43. See also Le Saux’s chapter in this volume.

20  William of Newburgh, The History of English Affairs i.3, ed. and trans. P.G. Walsh and
M.J. Kennedy, William of Newburgh: The History of English Affairs, Book I (Edited with
Translation and Commentary), Warminster, 1988, pp. 28—29; cf. B. Guy, “Gerald and Welsh
Genealogical Learning”, in G. Henley and A.J. McMullen (eds.), Gerald of Wales: New
Perspectives on a Medieval Writer and Critic, Cardiff, 2018, 47—61, at p. 52; Harris, Linguistic
Past, p. 95.
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Perhaps it was Geoffrey’s chosen presentation of the divergent historical
development of the Insular and Armorican Britons that led him to promul-
gate the idea that his most lauded authority, Gildas, was formerly a resident
of Brittany. Geoffrey used Gildas’s The Ruin of Britain extensively, as has been
expertly demonstrated by Neil Wright.?! In the D6 B, Geoffrey refers to Gildas
by name no less than seven times, usually attributing to him some account
or information that can be found nowhere in Gildas’s work (nor, for the most
part, in the Historia Brittonum, which Geoffrey might also have known to
be attributed to Gildas).2? His personal convictions aside, it probably suited
the temper of Geoffrey’s work to locate such a venerable Briton as Gildas in
Brittany rather than Britain; Wales certainly would not do. In the VM, Merlin
explains to his sister that he wishes to speak with Telgesinus (Geoffrey’s ver-
sion of the legendary Welsh poet Taliesin), who had recently returned “from
Armorican parts”, where he had been receiving instruction from Gildas.?® The
idea that Gildas resided in Brittany was not invented by Geoffrey. It is found in
the earliest Life of St Gildas, written in St-Gildas-de-Ruys in Brittany, probably
in the nth century.2* Not everyone agreed; Gildas does not retire to Brittany
in the Life of St Gildas composed by Caradog of Llancarfan for Glastonbury
Abbey, sometime in the middle of the 12th century, presumably because this
would have contradicted his claim that Gildas retired to Glastonbury.25 In this
instance, it would no doubt have suited Geoffrey to follow a Breton view over
a Welsh view.

In Geoffrey’s terms, it seems, Gildas was no Welsh source. Geoffrey in fact
makes no mention whatsoever of having drawn on any source material of
Welsh provenance. And yet he most assuredly did so, and to a considerable

21 N. Wright, “Geoffrey of Monmouth and Gildas”, AL 2 (1982), 1—40; id., “Geoffrey of
Monmouth and Gildas Revisited”, AL 5 (1985), 155-63. See also his “Geoffrey of Monmouth
and Bede”, AL 6 (1986), 27-59.

22 See below, pp. 49-50.

23 VM, 1l 684-88: “de partibus Armoricanis”.

24  Life of St Gildas §16, ed. and trans. H. Williams, Two Lives of Gildas: By a Monk of Ruys,
and Caradoc of Llancarfan, Felinfach, 1990, pp. 36—37 (repr. from H. Williams, ed., Gildas,
2 parts (Cymmrodorion Record Series, 3), London, 1899-1901, vol. 2, pp. 315420, at
Pp- 346-47).

25  ].S.P. Tatlock, “Caradoc of Llancarfan’, Speculum 13:2 (1938), 139-52, at pp. 140—42; id.,
“The Dates of the Arthurian Saints’ Legends”, Speculum 14:3 (1939), 345—65, at pp. 35253,
n. 1; A. Gransden, “The Growth of the Glastonbury Traditions and Legends in the Twelfth
Century’, The Journal of Ecclesiastical History 27 (1976), 337-58, at pp. 340 and 346 (repr. in
J.P. Carley (ed.), Glastonbury Abbey and the Arthurian Tradition, Cambridge, 2001, 29-53);
J. Scott, The Early History of Glastonbury: An Edition, Translation and Study of William of
Malmesbury’s De Antiquitate Glastonie Ecclesie, Woodbridge, 1981, p. 3.
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degree. Might it be that Geoffrey deliberately suppressed any acknowledge-
ment of his debt to Welsh materials in order to emphasize the role of his puta-
tive “Breton” book as the sole conduit of Brittonic historical authority? How
could Geoffrey’s Gualenses have accurately preserved the ancient traditions of
their Brittonic forebears when they had become so unworthy, having lost the
very name of Briton? It may have been a problem for Geoffrey’s designs that,
although he wished to emphasize the martial prowess and moral dignity of
the Bretons over the Welsh, the overwhelming majority of written sources of
Brittonic origin that he could discover seem to have been written in Wales, and
concerned Wales to a far greater degree than the other Brittonic regions. This
is suggested most persuasively by Geoffrey’s spellings of personal and place-
names, which almost invariably display Old Welsh rather than Old Breton
features.2® The bias toward Welsh displayed by Geoffrey’s spellings might be
the product of a comparative dearth of relevant Breton sources available to
him. Such a dearth is certainly apparent today, for there are few native compo-
sitions surviving from early medieval Brittany aside from saints’ lives and char-
ters. Indeed, the seeming near-absence of extant written sources from early
medieval Brittany relating to the activities of kings, perhaps as noticeable in
Geoffrey’s day as it is now, may be more than an accident of textual survival. It
has been argued that vertical power structures in Brittany were relatively weak
during the early Middle Ages and were such as to obviate the need for the types
of king-populated historical texts that provided intellectual legitimization for
medieval states and their rulers. By contrast, texts of this kind were actively
produced in early medieval Wales, where regal authority was much better es-
tablished throughout the period.?” The legitimizing historical texts in ques-
tion include origin legends, chronicles, and genealogies, genres of writing that
gained wide currency during the Middle Ages because of their utility for con-
ferring legitimacy upon contemporary political authority. It was no doubt the
Brittonic purview and linguistic orientation of such texts that made them so

26  T.D.Crawford, “On the Linguistic Competence of Geoffrey of Monmouth’, Medium £Avum
51 (1982), 152—62, at p. 156. For example, one finds the diphthong /au/ < /2:/ spelled au, a
development peculiar to Welsh among the Brittonic languages, in Cledaucus, Ebraucus,
Enniaunus, Gualauc, Kaerebrauc, Maglaunus, Mapcledauc, and Rudaucus. For this
sound change, see P. Sims-Williams, “The Emergence of Old Welsh, Cornish and Breton
Orthography, 600-800: the Evidence of Archaic Old Welsh”, BBCs 38 (1991), 20-86, at
pp. 63-71.

27 C. Brett, “Breton Latin Literature as Evidence for Literature in the Vernacular, A.D. 8oo—
1300", cMmcs 18 (1989), 1-25, at pp. 19—25; ead., “Soldiers, Saints, and States? The Breton
Migrations Revisited”, cmcs 61 (2011), 1-56, at pp. 38—43. For a recent view of the origins
of this situation in Brittany (with references to earlier literature), see B. Guy, “The Breton
Migration: a New Synthesis’, Zeitschrift fiir celtische Philologie 61 (2014), 101-56.
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useful to Geoffrey for his great literary venture. On the other hand, it is worth
acknowledging that the bias toward Welsh sources may be illusory: if the lack
of comparable texts from early medieval Brittany is indeed an accident of tex-
tual survival and does not reflect what would have been available to Geoffrey,
then we might underestimate Geoffrey’s use of such sources, especially con-
sidering the dangers highlighted below surrounding arguments from silence.

The remainder of this chapter examines the sources of Welsh origin that
Geoffrey can be shown to have used in his work. The first section consid-
ers Geoffrey’s linguistic abilities and the extent to which his access to Welsh
source material might have been hindered by a language barrier. The second
section explores his use of the Historia Brittonum, and of the annals and gene-
alogies that accompanied the version of the Historia Brittonum at his disposal.
The third section briefly draws attention to Geoffrey’s access to ecclesiastical
texts of Welsh provenance, such as Rhygyfarch’s Life of St David and De situ
Brecheniauc (“Concerning the Establishment of Brycheiniog”). The fourth
and final section turns to the contentious issue of the relationship between
Geoffrey’s work and Welsh poetry.

1 The British Tongue

Brutus named the island of Britain after himself and called his followers
Britons. He wanted to be remembered for ever for giving them his name.
For this reason the language of his people, previously known as Trojan or
“crooked Greek”, was henceforth called British.28

So Geoffrey describes the origins of the British tongue. It has been pointed out
that his designation of British as curuum Graecum, “crooked Greek’, relies on
an etymology of Cymraeg (the Welsh word for the Welsh language) that could
only arise from direct knowledge of Welsh.2® Cymraeg has here been etymolo-
gized as Welsh cam Roeg, literally “crooked Greek”. The loss of the G in Roeg
(from Welsh Groeg) is not a liberty on Geoffrey’s part; it is a grammatically reg-
ular change in the second element of a compound in Welsh, showing that the
person responsible for the etymology had more than a superficial knowledge

28  DGB,i21.459-62: “Denique Brutus de nomine suo insulam Britanniam appellat sociosque
suos Britones. Volebat enim ex diriuatione nominis memoriam habere perpetuam. Vnde
postmodum loquela gentis, quae prius Troiana siue curuum Graecum nuncupabatur,
dicta fuit Britannica.”

29 Harris, Linguistic Past, p. 93; Crawford, “On the Linguistic Competence of Geoffrey”,
pp- 155-57; Roberts, “Sylwadau”, p. 137, n. 45; Tatlock, LHB, p. 445, n. 39.
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of the language. Unfortunately, one cannot now know whether Geoffrey in-
vented the etymology or was informed about it by another Welsh speaker.

Various attempts have been made to determine Geoffrey’s linguistic ability,
and in particular his competence in one or more of the Brittonic languages.3°
This has been deemed important for establishing the veracity of his claim that
the DGB was translated from a “very old book in the British tongue”, and for
judging the likelihood that he could have employed other vernacular sources
with success. However, the value of framing the problem in this way is highly
questionable. It has already been noted that Geoffrey’s alleged source-book is a
rhetorical device, rendering somewhat futile the attempt to establish whether
he could feasibly have translated it. Secondly, it is always hazardous to claim
that Geoffrey “misunderstood native material” and extrapolate from that that
his command of Welsh (or Breton) was less than firm.3! Geoffrey had no inter-
est in reproducing his source material exactly. At every stage in his works, he
crafted the accounts that he found in his sources so that they blended seam-
lessly with the majestic progression of his imagined history. One underesti-
mates the intimacy between Geoffrey and his sources at great peril.

Geoffrey’s self-proclaimed epithet, Monemutensis, “of Monmouth”, seems to
imply that he was brought up in or around Monmouth on the southern border
between Wales and England, presumably in the late 11th or early 12th century.32
This is significant because, by 1075, the lord of Monmouth was Wihenoc of
La Boussac, one of the many Breton followers of William the Conqueror.33
Such a state of affairs might provide a plausible context for Geoffrey’s posi-
tive portrayal of the Bretons. It is indeed quite possible that Geoffrey’s own
family arrived in Wales in the wake of the establishment of Wihenoc as lord of
Monmouth. As Sir Rees Davies astutely observed, “Geoffrey’s father may well
have been a first- or second-generation Breton settler in Monmouth, an area

30 Tatlock, LHB, p. 445; Crawford, “On the Linguistic Competence of Geoffrey”.

31 B.F. Roberts, “Geoffrey of Monmouth and Welsh Historical Tradition”, Nottingham
Medieval Studies 20 (1976), 29—40, at p. 36; cf. id., “Geoffrey of Monmouth, Historia requm
Britanniae, and Brut y Brenhinedd’, in Bromwich et al. (eds.), The Arthur of the Welsh,
Pp- 97-116, at pp. 109-10; Piggott, “Sources’, p. 282.

32 Foragood overview of Geoffrey’s life, see ].C. Crick, “Monmouth, Geoffrey of (d. 154/5)",
Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford University Press, 2004, <http://
www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/10530> (accessed 27 June 2018).

33  H. Guillotel, “Une famille bretonne au service du Conquérant: Les Baderon”, in Droit privé
et institutions régionals: Etudes historiques offertes a Jean Yver, Paris, 1976, pp. 361-66;
K.S.B. Keats-Rohan, “The Bretons and Normans of England 1066—1154: the Family, the Fief
and the Feudal Monarchy”, Nottingham Medieval Studies 36 (1992), 42—78, at p. 49; ead.,
Domesday People: A Prosopography of Persons Occurring in English Documents, 1066-1166.
I. Domesday Book, Woodbridge, 1999, pp. 54-55.
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rich in opportunities, formal and informal, for contacts between settlers and
natives.”3*

What would such a scenario imply about Geoffrey’s linguistic abilities? It
might be instructive to indulge in a little speculation, if only to realize the
plurality and complexity of the possibilities. If Geoffrey’s father were indeed
a first- or second-generation Breton settler in Monmouth, it is very likely
that T.D. Crawford was correct to assert that Geoffrey’s first language would
probably have been Anglo-Norman French.35 Fluency in French would have
been an essential tool for enabling Geoffrey to interact with friends and pa-
trons in Monmouth and in his later home in Oxford. It is indeed entirely pos-
sible that Geoffrey’s hypothetical “Breton” ancestors were French- rather than
Breton-speaking before they came to Britain.36

On the other hand, it is equally possible that Geoffrey’s family was
Breton-speaking, and that Breton remained the private language of the family
for a few generations after they had settled in Monmouth, even though French
would have dominated their interactions in the public sphere. One suspects
that Geoffrey’s perceived competence in Breton is implied in his claim to have
translated the “very old book in the British tongue”. Although, as discussed
above, the claim is unlikely to have been literally true, its rhetorical impact
was presumably predicated on its assumed plausibility to contemporaries. The
claim was read by those who knew Geoffrey and whom Geoffrey wanted to
judge him favorably. Whatever he claimed about the contents of Walter’s al-
leged Breton book, it is difficult to believe that Geoffrey would have professed
himself to his associates as the translator of a long Breton narrative had he no
observable familiarity with the language.

Whatever his family’s origins, it cannot be doubted that Geoffrey, growing
up in Monmouth, would have had a long acquaintance with Welsh. If Geoffrey
were a Breton-speaker of any competence, one would imagine that Welsh
would not have been unduly challenging for him, and that he could have rap-
idly become comfortable reading the written language, especially since the
spelling systems of Old Breton and Old Welsh (and indeed Old Cornish) were
so similar. Even if Geoffrey knew nothing of Breton, Welsh would not have
been inaccessible to him. No more evidence of Geoffrey’s linguistic adept-
ness is required than the substantial Latin compositions that flowed from his

34  R.R.Davies, The Age of Conquest: Wales, 10631415, Oxford, 2000, p. 106.

35  Crawford, “On the Linguistic Competence of Geoffrey”, pp. 152—53. Tatlock similarly com-
mented that “no doubt one of his vernaculars was Norman-French”: Tatlock, LHB, p. 445.

36 Cf. Roberts, “Sylwadau’, p. 128, n. 9; Crawford, “On the Linguistic Competence of Geoffrey”,

P- 157.
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pen, which afford ample testimony to his confident Latinity. Had he applied
the same ability to Welsh in support of his academic interests, he might have
acquired considerable facility with at least the written language, if not also
the spoken. It is likely that Geoffrey received his early education in one of the
churches of south-east Wales, and we have other evidence (such as the ver-
nacular description of Llandaff’s privileges, known as Braint Teilo) for the cul-
tivation of written Welsh in scholarly circles in the south-eastern churches of
Geoffrey’s day.3”

Though most of the comments above are ultimately speculative, they
should hopefully make the point that Geoffrey was, at the least, multilingual
and proficient at linguistic study. Modern scholars will never be in a position
to judge Geoffrey’s exact knowledge of Welsh or Breton. The only safe assump-
tion is that language would not have been an insurmountable barrier between
Geoffrey and the sources that he wished to access. With this in mind, we may
venture forth, with Geoffrey, into Gualia.

2 The History of the Britons

He was grieved, however, that his brother Nennius lay between life and
death, seriously injured; for the wound Caesar had inflicted in their duel
had proved incurable.38

It has always been clear to students of Geoffrey that the Historia Brittonum was
one of the primary sources of inspiration for the p6B. The Historia Brittonum is
an account of the Britons written in Latin and produced in Gwynedd, in North
Wales, in 829 or 830. One of the three branches of the Historia Brittonum’s tex-
tual tradition contains a prologue in which the author of the text identifies
himself as one Nennius, but the authenticity of this prologue has been disput-
ed by modern critics.3? Geoffrey’s Nennius, brother of Lud and Cassibellaunus,

37 For Braint Teilo, see now P. Russell, “Priuilegium Sancti Teliaui and Breint Teilo”, Studia
Celtica 50 (2016), 41-68.

38  DGB, iiii.57.78-81: “Angebatur tamen ex alia parte dolore, quia frater suus Nennius, le-
taliter uulneratus, in dubio uitae iacebat; uulnerauerat enim illum Iulius in supradicto
congressu et plagam inmedicabilem intulerat.”

39  David Dumville argued that the prologue was a later concoction in which the work was
attributed to Nennius because of his fame as a scholar of the Britons: D.N. Dumville,
“Nennius’ and the Historia Brittonum’, Studia Celtica 10/11 (1975-76), 78—95. Others
have argued that the prologue is more likely to have been a part of the original Historia
Brittonum: PJ.C. Field, “Nennius and his History”, Studia Celtica 30 (1996), 159—65; B. Guy,
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is unlikely to bear any relation to the author of the Historia Brittonum. Then
again, it is something of a pleasing irony to read of Geoffrey’s Nennius fight-
ing so valiantly against Caesar. The author of the Historia Brittonum was, after
all, the first known writer to portray Caesar’s assault on Britain from a point
of view sympathetic to the Britons, following almost nine centuries of histo-
riographical defamation that began with Caesar’s own account in The Gallic
Wars. As Geoffrey remarks, “Nennius congratulated himself on being able to
exchange even a single blow with so famous a man."40

The Historia Brittonum is a synthetic account of the Britons from their ori-
gins to their wars with the English kings in the 7th century, assembled from a
variety of sources, including origin legends, saints’ lives, and genealogies, as
well as popular Latin texts such as Jerome’s translation of Eusebius’s univer-
sal chronicle, Gildas’s The Ruin of Britain, and Bede’s Ecclesiastical History.*!
Many of the most famous incidents in Geoffrey’s history appear in their earli-
est recorded forms in the Historia Brittonum. These include the settlement of
Britain by Britto/Brutus; the foundation of Brittany by Maximianus; the tale of
Vortigern, Hengist, and the Treachery of the Long Knives; the account of the
two embattled dragons of Snowdonia; and, of course, the catalogue of Arthur’s
victories against the Saxons. In the Historia Brittonum, these events are only
loosely connected, and do not act as components of an integrated political
narrative. Geoffrey, however, wove the Historia Brittonum’s disjointed episodes
into a coherent story with uncanny sleight of hand.

It is argued below that Geoffrey did not draw on the Historia Brittonum in-
discriminately. Instead, he carefully incorporated some episodes, altered oth-
ers, and left some out altogether. He was nevertheless acutely conscious of the
original meanings of the episodes and indicated as much in his renditions of
them. There is evidence that Geoffrey was familiar with the “Harleian” recen-
sion of the Historia Brittonum, as well as with the Welsh annals and genealogies
that are interpolated into the copy of the Historia Brittonum in the Harley man-
uscript from which the recension is named. For instance, the annals probably
enabled Geoffrey to deduce his famous date for the battle of Camlan, while
the genealogies offered Brittonic name forms that were used in many parts of

“The Origins of the Compilation of Welsh Historical Texts in Harley 3859", Studia Celtica
49 (2015), 21-56, at pp. 45-54.

40  DGB, iiii.56.57-58: “Nennius ultra modum laetatur se posse uel solum ictum tanto uiro
ingerere.”

41 Forgeneral accounts of the text, see D.N. Dumville, “Historia Brittonum: An Insular History
from the Carolingian Age’, in A. Scharer and G. Scheibelreiter (eds.), Historiographie
im friihen Mittelalter, Wien, 1994, pp. 406—34; id., “The Historical Value of the Historia
Brittonum”, AL 6 (1986), 1—26.
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the history. Moreover, since Geoffrey’s copy of the genealogies corresponded in
certain respects to the version used in places and in texts connected to Caradog
of Llancarfan, it is suggested that the latter might have provided Geoffrey with
his copy of the Harleian recension of the Historia Brittonum, interpolated with
the relevant annals and genealogies.

A good example of how Geoffrey borrowed episodes from the Historia
Brittonum, but recrafted them to suit his own designs, is provided by the leg-
end of Vortigern and the two dragons.*?> Many aspects of the story are shared
by the versions in the Historia Brittonum and the DGB. In both, the Saxons rebel
against Vortigern, who flees westward to Snowdonia. There he orders a fortress
to be built, but on each day the previous day’s construction work has mysteri-
ously disappeared. To remedy the situation, his mag:i advise that the founda-
tions of the fortress be sprinkled with the blood of a boy without a father. Such
a boy is duly located, but, once he is brought into Vortigern's presence, the
boy questions the advice of the magi and instructs the king to dig underneath
the foundations to discover the real explanation for the problem. The boy had
rightly perceived that the foundations of the fortress are unstable because
they had been built over a pool of water. Within the pool, moreover, are two
dragons, who begin to fight once they are revealed. As the boy explains, one
dragon is red, representing the Britons, while the other is white, representing
the Saxons. The combat between the two signifies the struggle for supremacy
in Britain. The Historia Brittonum briefly explains that the red dragon will ulti-
mately be victorious, but in the DG B matters are made rather more complex by
the introduction of Merlin’s long prophecy.

Although the versions told in the Historia Brittonum and the DGB run in par-
allel insofar as the elements described above are concerned, Geoffrey’s subtle
changes of emphasis impart significant new shades of meaning to the tale. In
the Historia Brittonum, the basis of the story is onomastic. It is obvious that
the fortress in question is Dinas Emrys in Snowdonia, since at the end of the
story the fatherless boy reveals his name to be Ambrosius (the Latin name from
which Welsh Emrys derives), and consequently, as the narrator explains, “he
was seen to be Emrys Wledig”, who was presumably a well-known figure of
legend in North Wales in the early gth century.*3 The story thus “explains” how
the fortress acquired its name. Furthermore, because it was evidently under-
stood that the Welsh name Emrys was equivalent to Latin Ambrosius, the name
allowed the author of the Historia Brittonum to fashion an additional link be-
tween the story of the fortress and the period of Vortigern’s kingship. The boy

42 HB (Harl 3859) §§40—42, ed. Faral, vol. 3, pp. 30-33.
43  HB (Harl. 3859) §42, ed. Faral, vol. 3, p. 32: “Embreis Guletic ipse videbatur.”
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reveals that his father was actually a consul of the Roman people, implying
that this Ambrosius was the Ambrosius Aurelianus of Gildas, whose parents
are specified to have been Roman nobles.#* We are then told that Vortigern
gave Ambrosius “the fortress with all the kingdoms of the western region of
Britain, and he himself with his magi went to the northern region”45 It thus
appears that the author of the Historia Brittonum used the story to explain the
transfer of power in western Britain from Vortigern to Ambrosius.

Geoffrey was certainly aware of the political implication of the Historia
Brittonum’s version of the story, but he put his own spin on the tale by re-
focusing it on the prophet Merlin. In Geoffrey’s version, Merlin takes the place
of Ambrosius as the fatherless boy summoned to the fortress in Snowdonia.
At one point, Geoffrey alludes to the Historia Brittonum’s portrayal of events
by ambiguously referring to the boy as Ambrosius Merlinus; one suspects that
he understood the onomastic implication of the Historia Brittonum’s story and
wished to preserve that feature in his account, even if it no longer provided a
central element.*6 But the aspect of the Historia Brittonum’s story that most
enthralled Geoffrey was the boy’s ability to explain the meaning of the warring
dragons, for it was this that prompted the introduction of Merlin’s prophecy
in Geoffrey’s version. Geoffrey’s Merlin is based on Myrddin, the prophet of
Welsh legend, who is discussed in more detail below. It has been suggested
that Geoffrey changed the name to “Merlin” in order to evade the unfortunate
coincidence in spelling between Myrddin and the French word merde, mean-
ing “excrement”.#” Geoffrey inserts a subtle indication of his awareness of the
Welsh name by having Vortigern’s envoys find Merlin not in campus Elleti in
Glywysing, as in the Historia Brittonum, but in Kaermerdin, “Carmarthen”, the
second element of which in the Welsh version of the name (modern Welsh
“Caerfyrddin”) is indeed Myrddin.

Geoffrey again demonstrates his appreciation of the Historia Brittonum’s
version of the story in the way that he ends his account. Due to the change in
the identity of the boy, the story can no longer end with Vortigern’s granting
power in western Britain to Ambrosius. However, Geoffrey shapes his narrative
so as to preserve the same chronological sequence, and in the first sentence
following Merlin’s final prophecy he immediately states that “As soon as the

44  Gildas, The Ruin of Britain §25.3, ed. and trans. M. Winterbottom, Gildas: The Ruin of
Britain and Other Works (Arthurian Period Sources, 7), Chichester, 1978, pp. 28 and 98.

45  HB (Harl 3859) §42, ed. Faral, vol. 3, p. 32: “arcem ... cum omnibus regnis occidentalis
plagae Brittanniae, et ipse cum magis suis ad sinistralem plagam pervenit.”

46 DGB, Prophetiae 111.31.

47 Cf. Tatlock, LHB, p.175. For an alternative suggestion, see P. Russell, Vita Griffini filii Conani.
The Medieval Latin Life of Gruffudd ap Cynan, Cardiff, 2005, pp. 125-26.
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next day dawned, Aurelius Ambrosius and his brother landed, accompanied
by ten thousand knights."#® Ambrosius had set off, it should be noted, from
Brittany; Geoffrey here introduces the Bretons into the story even when they
were lacking entirely from his source.

Just as interesting as the episodes of the Historia Brittonum that Geoffrey
incorporated into his history are the episodes that he silently discarded. These
include the Historia Brittonum’s account of St Germanus and Cadell Dyrnllug,
which in the Historia Brittonum was designed to provide an explanation for the
origins of the kings of Powys.*® Germanus is given only very summary treat-
ment in the DGB, presumably because Geoffrey did not wish to dwell upon
the Pelagian heresy, which the historical Germanus was sent to Britain to
eradicate.50 It is an interesting feature of Geoffrey’s history that he omits all
mention of Powys, despite his evident enthusiasm for employing authentic-
looking names for the various ancient kingdoms, lordships, and peoples in his
narrative. Perhaps Powys could not be integrated neatly into the D6B’s geopo-
litical scheme; Geoffrey is quite explicit at one point that the Venedoti are the
Norgualenses, “North Welsh”, and the Demetae are the Suthgualenses, “South
Welsh”5! The VM is equally clear about the division of Wales between the
Venedoti and the Demetae, leaving no room for the Historia Brittonum’s Povisi.5?
Geoffrey’s reluctance to grant Powys a place in his history presumably reflects
the kingdom’s relative lack of importance in the centuries prior to Geoffrey’s
lifetime; it was probably only during the early decades of the 12th century that
Powys re-emerged as a significant Welsh kingdom.53

Geoffrey’s account of Arthur’s early battles against the Saxons owes much
to the Historia Brittonum, but, again, he has not followed his source slavishly.
While the Historia Brittonum names nine sites at which twelve battles were
fought by Arthur, Geoffrey selected only four: the river Duglas, the province
of Lindsey, the forest of Colidon, and the hillside in the region of Bath (pagus
Badonis).>* More significantly, Geoffrey added a crucial element to Arthur’s

48  DGB, viiin8.22—23: “Nec mora, cum crastina dies illuxit, applicuit Aurelius Ambrosius
cum germano suo, decem milibus militum comitatus.”

49  HB (Harl 3859) §§32—35, ed. Faral, vol. 3, pp. 23, 25, and 27.

50 DGB, vi.101.369—76. For a recent treatment of St Germanus and Britain, see A.A. Barrett,
“Saint Germanus and the British Missions”, Britannia 40 (2009), 197—-217.

51 DGB, ix.156.329—30.

52 VM, Il 21and 26.

53  D. Stephenson, Medieval Powys: Kingdom, Principality and Lordships, 1132-1293,
Woodbridge, 2016, ch. 1. The idea of a tripartite division of Wales between Gwynedd,
Powys, and Deheubarth only emerged from the second half of the 12th century, as wit-
nessed by the writings of Gerald of Wales and the Welsh lawbooks.

54  HB (Harl. 3859) §56, ed. Faral, vol. 3, pp. 38—39; DGB, ix.143—47.
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campaigns that was entirely absent from the Historia Brittonum: the Bretons.
Here we are confronted with an indication of the potential difficulty that
Geoffrey may have encountered while writing a history of the Britons which
was favorable to the Bretons but which used primarily Welsh source mate-
rial. Following the establishment of the Armorican Britons by Maximianus,
the Historia Brittonum makes no further mention of Armorica or its
Brittonic-speaking inhabitants. For Geoffrey, however, the Armorican Britons
become a constant source of strength and support for the Insular Britons.
Arthur is no exception. Having no choice but to lift the siege of York due to the
overwhelming numbers of the enemy, Arthur and his counselors determine to
seek the assistance of Arthur’s nephew Hoel, king of the Armorican Britons,
who dutifully comes to support his uncle with 15,000 men. Only then is Arthur
able to continue his campaigns and, together with Hoel, defeat the Saxons in
the province of Lindsey.

A more surprising source for the p6B is the Historia Brittonum’s collection
of mirabilia, “wonders” or “marvels”. Shortly after Arthur’s final victory over the
Scots and Picts, Hoel finds himself amazed by the 60 rivers, islands, crags, and
eagles’ nests of Loch Lomond, where Arthur had recently blockaded his en-
emies for a fortnight.5> The same features are attributed to Loch Lomond in the
Historia Brittonum.>% In a curious aside, Arthur then tells Hoel about two other
wonders, which also derive from the Historia Brittonum.>? It is not at all clear
why these descriptions have been included in Geoffrey’s narrative.

A debt to the Historia Brittonum more profound than the sum of the indi-
vidual episodes transferred into the pGB is implicit in the overall scope and
conception of Geoffrey’s historical project. Geoffrey’s account ranges from
the fall of Troy to the death of Cadualadrus in 689. Throughout this entire pe-
riod, Geoffrey’s Britons enjoy almost unbridled sovereignty over the island of
Britain. Geoffrey’s decision to extend the supremacy of the Britons as far as the
late 7th century had profound consequences for the ways in which later writ-
ers conceived the advent of English rule in Britain.58 Yet it was a decision that

55 DGB, iX.149—-50.

56  HB (Harl. 3859) §67, ed. Faral, vol. 3, p. 58. See A. Woolf, “Geoffrey of Monmouth and
the Picts”, in W. McLeod (ed.), Bile 6s Chrannaibh: A Festschrift for William Gillies, Ceann
Drochaid, 2010, pp. 269-80, at pp. 273—-76. Note that John Morris, in his translation of the
Historia Brittonum, incorrectly translates stagnum Lumonoy as “Loch Leven” rather than
“Loch Lomond”: Historia Brittonum, ed. and trans. J. Morris, Nennius: British History and
the Welsh Annals (Arthurian Period Sources, 8), London, 1980, p. 40. For a possible source
of Morris’s confusion, see Woolf, “Geoffrey of Monmouth’, p. 275.

57  HB (Harl. 3859) §§69—70, ed. Faral, vol. 3, p. 59.

58  RW. Leckie, Jr., The Passage of Dominion: Geoffrey of Monmouth and the Periodization of
Insular History in the Twelfth Century, Toronto, 1981.
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accorded with his Welsh sources. The Historia Brittonum, though written in the
gth century, does not mention any events later than the battle of Nechtansmere
in 685,5% and the latest king of the Britons mentioned is Cadwaladr son of
Cadwallon, who was “reigning among the Britons after his father” during the
reign of Oswiu, king of Northumbria (642—70).6° This is the Cadwaladr who
appears in the early medieval pedigree of the kings of Gwynedd in North
Wales, and indeed the Historia Brittonum designates his father Cadwallon as
rex Guenedotae regionis, “king of the kingdom of Gwynedd”, on two separate
occasions.b! The significance of Cadwaladr’s terminal position within the
context of the Historia Brittonum is very difficult to judge, because the part
of the text dealing with the 7th century is structured around a collection of
early English genealogies and a Northumbrian king-list, and the fragments of
narration interpolated therein lack continuity and integration.5? However, the
significance of the Historia Brittonum’s reluctance to peer beyond the reign of
Cadwaladr should not be overlooked. An important point of comparison is the
10th-century Welsh prophetic poem Armes Prydein Vawr (“The Great Prophecy
of Britain”).63 This poem is the earliest surviving text in which a certain

59  HB (Harl. 3859) §57, ed. Faral, vol. 3, p. 39.

60  HB (Harl. 3859) §64, ed. Faral, vol. 3, p. 43: “regnante apud Brittones post patrem suum”.
8th-century figures do occur in the Historia Brittonum among its genealogies of English
kings, but they are accorded no attention beyond the simple mention of their names.
See D.N. Dumville, “The Anglian Collection of Royal Genealogies and Regnal Lists’,
Anglo-Saxon England 5 (1976), 23-50, at p. 45; KH. Jackson, “On the Northern British
Section in Nennius”, in N.K. Chadwick (ed.), Celt and Saxon: Studies in the Early British
Border, Cambridge, 1963, rev. ed. 1964, pp. 20-62, at pp. 22 and 60—61.

61  HB (Harl. 3859) §61 and §64, ed. Faral, vol. 3, pp. 41 and 43. For the genealogy, see Early
Welsh Genealogical Tracts, ed. P.C. Bartrum, Cardiff, 1966, p. 9.

62 D.N. Dumville, “On the North British Section of the Historia Brittonum”, WHR 8 (1977),
345-54, at pp. 349-54; K.H. Jackson, “On the Northern British Section’, pp. 25-27;
H.M. Chadwick & N.K. Chadwick, The Growth of Literature, 3 vols., Cambridge, 1932—40,
vol. 1, p. 155.

63 For this poem, see Armes Prydein Vawr, ed. and trans. I. Williams and R. Bromwich, Armes
Prydein: The Prophecy of Britain from the Book of Taliesin, Dublin, 1972; D.N. Dumville,
“Brittany and Armes Prydein Vawr’, Etudes celtiques 20 (1983), 145-59; A. Breeze, “Armes
Prydein, Hywel Dda, and the Reign of Edmund of Wessex’, Etudes celtiques 33 (1997), 209~
22; H. Fulton, “Tenth-Century Wales and Armes Prydein”, Transactions of the Honourable
Society of Cymmrodorion, new series, 7 (2001), 5-18; C. Etchingham, “Viking-Age Gwynedd
and Ireland: Political Relations”, in K. Jankulak and J. Wooding (eds.), Ireland and Wales in
the Middle Ages, Dublin, 2007, pp. 149-67; G. Isaac, “Armes Prydain Fawr and St David’, in
J-W. Evans and ].M. Wooding (eds.), St David of Wales: Cult, Church and Nation, Woodbridge,
2007, pp. 161-81; N. Tolstoy, “When and Where was Armes Prydein Composed?” Studia
Celtica 42 (2008), 145—49; T.M. Charles-Edwards, Wales and the Britons, 350-1064, Oxford,
2013, pp. 519-35.



GEOFFREY OF MONMOUTH’S WELSH SOURCES 49

Cadwaladr appears as one of the two deliverers of the Britons, who are prophe-

sied to return to lead the Britons to victory over the English. The other deliverer

is a certain Cynan. The identities of these two characters are nowhere made
explicit in Armes Prydein Vawr, but Geoffrey, who probably knew the poem, or
one very like it (as discussed below), offered a solution in the VM: Cadwaladr is

Cambrorum dux, “leader of the Welsh”, and Cynan is from Armorica.5* In other

words, he seems to identify the two deliverers of Welsh prophecy with his own

Cadualadrus and Conanus Meriadocus. It is impossible to know if Geoffrey’s

assumptions or stipulations matched the ideas of Welsh composers of proph-

ecy, but the position of Cadwaladr son of Cadwallon, upon whom Geoffrey’s

Cadualadrus is partially based, as the latest king of the Britons in the Historia

Brittonum may well indicate that Geoffrey’s identification of the Cadwaladr of

prophecy is correct. If Cadwaladr son of Cadwallon had acquired the role of

prophetic deliverer in Wales no later than the gth or 10th centuries, one won-
ders what the perceived historical significance of his reign to the Welsh during
the same early period was. Whatever it was, it seems likely that Geoffrey was
privy to it, and seized upon it as the basis for the final act of his history.
Geoffrey certainly made good use of the Historia Brittonum; but which
version of the text did he use? There are five primary Latin recensions of the

Historia Brittonum, each of which had a different pattern of circulation during

the Middle Ages. The five recensions are as follows:

— The Harleian recension: probably best represents the original gth-century
text, and circulated in manuscripts particularly in south-eastern England in
the late nth and 12th centuries.55

— The Gildasian recension: the vulgate text from the 12th century to the end
of the Middle Ages, similar to the Harleian recension but truncated and at-
tributed to Gildas.66

— The Vatican recension: created in England in 943 or 944, during the reign of
King Edmund; the text was abbreviated and reworded from an English point
of view, and appears in manuscripts from the 11th century onwards.57

64 VM, 1L 967-68.

65 See Guy, “Origins”; D.N. Dumville, “The Liber Floridus of Lambert of Saint-Omer and the
Historia Brittonum’”, BBCS 26 (1975), 103—22. No critical text of the Harleian recension has
been published, but for the text of the fullest manuscript witness, see HB (Harl. 3859).

66  SeeD.N.Dumville, “Celtic-Latin Texts in Northern England, c. uso-c.1250” Celtica12 (1977),
19—-49, at p. 19. For descriptions of the manuscripts of the recension, see D.N. Dumville,
“The Textual History of the Welsh-Latin Historia Brittonum’, 3 vols., unpublished PhD the-
sis, University of Edinburgh, 1975, vol. 2, ch. 6. The latter is now available online: <https://
www.era.lib.ed.ac.uk/handle/1842/8972> (accessed 22 June 2019).

67  See D.N. Dumwville, Historia Brittonum 3: The “Vatican” Recension, Cambridge, 1985.
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— The Chartres recension: a fragmentary text related to the Vatican recension,
preserved only on flyleaves taken from a Breton manuscript of the first half
of the 11th century.68 The Chartres manuscript, along with the flyleaves, was
unfortunately destroyed in 1944.

— The Nennian recension: redacted in its extant form in the second half of
the uth century, possibly in Abernethy in Scotland, and preserved only in
extracts added to the margins of Cambridge, Corpus Christi College, 139 be-
tween 1164 and 1166; closely related to Lebor Bretnach, the Irish version of
the Historia Brittonum.5°

It was suggested by Theodor Mommsen that Geoffrey used a copy of the
Gildasian recension, because at one point in the DGB Geoffrey states that
the miracles of St Germanus were described by Gildas in his book.7 Gildas’s
The Ruin of Britain does not mention St Germanus, but the Historia Brittonum
does: it describes a number of miracles performed by Germanus during his
sojourn in Britain. The implication might be that Geoffrey used a version of
the Historia Brittonum ascribed to Gildas. However, as Alex Woolf has pointed
out, Geoffrey’s account of Germanus actually derives from Bede rather than
the Historia Brittonum.™ More significantly, Michael Reeve has adduced tex-
tual evidence which shows that Geoffrey cannot have relied solely on a manu-
script of the Gildasian recension, because he accurately quotes the Historia
Brittonum at a point when the extant witnesses to the Gildasian recension
are faulty.”? Therefore, while it is possible that Geoffrey was aware of the at-
tribution of the Historia Brittonum to Gildas in some manuscripts, we should
not read too much into Geoffrey’s direct references to Gildas, especially since,
as Neil Wright has cautioned, most such references are spurious and have no
basis in any text attributed to Gildas.”

68 See D.N. Dumville, “An Irish Idiom Latinised”, E[gse 16 (1975/76), 183—86. For the text, see
Faral, LA, vol. 3, Pp- 4-28; F. Lot, Nennius et ['Historia Brittonum, Paris, 1934, Pp- 227-31.

69 See T.O. Clancy, “Scotland, the ‘Nennian’ Recension of the Historia Brittonum, and the
Lebor Bretnach’, in S. Taylor (ed.), Kings, Clerics and Chronicles in Scotland 500-1297: Essays
in Honour of Marjorie Ogilvie Anderson on the Occasion of her Ninetieth Birthday, Dublin,
2000, 87-107; Dumville, “Nennius”. For the Lebor Bretnach, see the edition Lebor Bretnach:
The Irish Version of the Historia Brittonum Ascribed to Nennius, ed. A.G. Van Hamel,
Dublin, 1932, and the textual discussion in D.N. Dumville, “The Textual History of the
Lebor Bretnach: a Preliminary Study”, Eigse 16 (1976), 255-73.

70  DGB, vi1ion375—-76; T. Mommsen, Chronica Minora saec. IV. V. VI. VII. Vol. 3 [Minor
Chronicles of the 4th, 5th, 6th, 7th centuries, Vol. 3] (Monumenta Germaniae Historica,
Auctores Antiquissimi, 13), Berlin, 1898, p- 133; Piggott, “Sources’, p. 272.

71 Woolf, “Geoffrey of Monmouth’, p. 274.

72 DGB, p. lviii (esp. n. 62).

73 Wright, “Geoffrey of Monmouth and Gildas”, pp. 22—24.
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One distinguishing feature of the fullest manuscript of the Harleian recen-
sion is the appearance of a set of annals and a collection of genealogies em-
bedded within the text, between the chronological calculations in chapter 66
and the list of the cities of Britain in chapter 66a. The annals are known as
either the “Harleian chronicle” or the “A-text of Annales Cambriae”, and the
genealogies as the “Harleian genealogies”.”* In their extant forms, both the
chronicle and the genealogies belong to the middle of the 10th century. It has
been argued that the annals and genealogies were a feature of the archetype of
the Harleian recension, but that for various reasons they were not included in
the few other surviving manuscript witnesses to the recension.” Both the an-
nals and genealogies were used by Geoffrey, making it likely that he had access
to a version of the Harleian recension of the Historia Brittonum.

Geoffrey’s use of the annals is less obvious than his use of the genealogies.
An event noted in the early section of the p6B, during the reign of Riuallo,
may contain a textual echo: it is said that “While he was king, it rained blood
[cecidit pluuia sanguinea] for three days and people died from a plague of
flies.””6 This may be compared with the annal for 689 in the Harleian chron-
icle, which reads pluuia sanguinea facta est in Brittannia, “it rained blood in
Britain."”” Another verbal borrowing may be seen in Geoffrey’s reference to
Margadud rex Demetarum, “Margadud king of the Demetae”, at the battle of
Chester (which Geoffrey places in Leicester); this probably emulates the obitu-
ary of Morgetiud rex Demetorum, “Maredudd king of the Demeti’, in the annal
for 796 in the Harleian chronicle.”®

A chronicle like the Harleian chronicle was almost certainly the source
for Geoffrey’s famous date for the battle of Camlan. The DGB contains only
three precise dates: the date of Lucius’s death in 156, the date of Camlan in

74 Both are edited in E. Phillimore, “The Annales Cambrice and the Old-Welsh Genealogies
from Harleian MS. 3859", Y Cymmrodor 9 (1888),141-83 (repr. in . Morris (ed.), Genealogies
and Texts (Arthurian Period Sources, 5), Chichester, 1995, pp. 13-55).

75 Guy, “Origins’, pp. 53—-54.

76  DGB, 1i.33.287-89: “In tempore eius tribus diebus cecidit pluuia sanguinea et muscarum
affluentia homines moriebantur.”

77  In one particular respect, Geoffrey’s copy of this chronicle might have preserved a read-
ing that was closer to the “Breviate chronicle” or “B-text of Annales Cambriae”, which de-
rives from the same common source as the Harleian chronicle: the Breviate chronicle, like
Geoffrey, uses the verb cecidit rather than facta est in this annal. However, overall it is likely
that Geoffrey’s copy of the chronicle was closer to the Harleian version than the Breviate
version, as argued below. For the three surviving Latin versions of this annal in parallel,
see Annales Cambriae, AD 682—954: Texts A-C in Parallel, ed. and trans. D.N. Dumville,
Cambridge, 2002, pp. 2-3.

78  DGB,xi189.213; cf. xi.200.480; Annales Cambriae, ed. and trans. Dumville, pp. 8-9.
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542, and the date of Cadualadrus’s death in 689.7° Although Geoffrey’s 542
date has attracted a certain amount of rather credulous speculation, such as
is inevitable in an “Arthurian” context, no consensus has developed regarding
its origin.80 Fortunately, the two other dates are easier to explain. The date of
Lucius’s death has been borrowed from Bede, who states that Lucius sent his
letter to Pope Eleutherius during the joint empire of Marcus Antoninus Verus
(i.e. Marcus Aurelius) and Aurelius Commodus (i.e. Lucius Verus), which Bede
says began in 156 (actually 161).8! Bede was likewise the source for the date of
Cadualadrus’s death. Geoffrey’s Cadualadrus, king of the Britons, is a merger
of two historical kings of the second half of the 7th century: Cadwaladr, king
of Gwynedd, and Caedwalla, king of the West Saxons. It was the latter who pro-
vided Geoffrey with the most convenient way to date the death of the final
king in his epic narrative; Bede dated Ceedwalla’s death to 20 April 689, and
so Geoffrey duly transferred this date to his Cadualadrus.82 However, Geoffrey
also had access to a source containing a date for the death of Cadwaladr of
Gwynedd: the Harleian chronicle.83 Although modern scholars have deduced
that the Harleian chronicle places the death of Cadwaladr of Gwynedd in the
year 682,%* the chronicle itself does not contain any absolute dates; instead,
it simply numbers its annals in groups of ten. This feature, coupled with the
relative proximity of the two dates 689 and 682, would have made it easy for
Geoffrey to equate the obituary of Ceedwalla of the West Saxons in Bede (689)
with the obituary of Cadwaladr of Gwynedd in the Harleian chronicle (usually
deduced as 682).

The Harleian chronicle was probably the only source accessible to Geoffrey
that offered a date for another key moment in his history: the battle of Camlan.
Again, although scholars have deduced that the Harleian chronicle places

79  DGB,V.73.8, xi.178.83—84, and xi.206.585-86.

80 For example, see G. Ashe, “‘A certain very ancient book’: Traces of an Arthurian Source in
Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History”, Speculum 56:2 (1981), 30123, at p. 317. For an incisive
critique of Ashe’s methodology, see R.W. Hanning, “Inventio Arthuri: a Comment on the
Essays of Geoffrey Ashe and D.R. Howlett”, Arthuriana 5:3 (1995), 96—99, at pp. 96—98.

81  Bede, Ecclesiastical History i.4, ed. and trans. B. Colgrave and R.A.B. Mynors, Bede’s
Ecclesiastical History of the English People, Oxford, 1969, pp. 24—25.

82  Bede, Ecclesiastical History v.7, ed. and trans. Colgrave and Mynors, pp. 470—71.

83  Additionally, Geoffrey could have worked out a date for Cadwaladr of Gwynedd’s death
using chapter 64 of the Historia Brittonum, which appears to claim that Cadwaladr died in
the famous plague during Oswiu’s reign (i.e. in 664) (HB (Harl. 3859) §64, ed. Faral, vol. 3,
p- 43). However, Geoffrey seems to have ignored this claim, which in any case is probably
incorrect (cf. Charles-Edwards, Wales, pp. 355-56; K.H. Jackson, “On the Northern British
Section’, p. 35).

84  Phillimore, “Annales Cambrice’, p. 159; Annales Cambriae, ed. and trans. Dumville, p. 2.
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Camlan in 537, the original text does not offer an absolute date.8> Geoffrey’s
only option was to count back the years from an event with a known date to an
event with an unknown date. Counting back from the obituary of Cadwaladr
of Gwynedd in the Harleian chronicle would have revealed to Geoffrey a gap
of 147 marked years between that event and the battle of Camlan. All Geoffrey
needed to do was subtract 147 from his absolute date for the death of Bede’s
Caedwalla, in 689, and he had deduced a date for Camlan: 542.

The result is all the more striking because it implies that Geoffrey used a text
of the Welsh annals that contained the same errors as the Harleian chronicle.
All copies of the Welsh annals inevitably contain copying errors, especially be-
cause it was so easy to omit or insert year markings in sections of the annals in
which no actual events were recorded. This is why there is a discrepancy be-
tween the 147 marked years separating Camlan from Cadwaladr’s death in the
extant text of the Harleian chronicle and the 145 years separating the two dates
which scholars have attributed to the chronicle’s events, 537 and 682. Only one
other copy of the Welsh annals survives in which the number of years between
Camlan and Cadwaladr’s death can be counted: the late-13th-century “Breviate
chronicle”, or “B-text of the Annales Cambriae”, which derives from the same
common source as the Harleian chronicle. By comparing the Harleian chron-
icle and the Breviate chronicle with one another and with external sources,
it is possible to infer that, between their records for Camlan and Cadwaladr’s
death, the Harleian chronicle, by comparison with the Breviate, is missing four
annals and has three additional annals, whereas the Breviate chronicle, by
comparison with the Harleian, is missing four annals and has no additional
annals.86 The discrepancy means that the Breviate chronicle contains only 144
marked years between Camlan and Cadwaladr’s death, and could not have
been used by Geoffrey to deduce the date 542 for Camlan. This strongly sug-
gests that Geoffrey used a version of the Welsh Latin annals that was closer
to the Harleian chronicle embedded in the Historia Brittonum, confirming in
turn that he probably had access to a version of the Harleian recension of the
Historia Brittonum.

Geoffrey’s use of a text like the Harleian genealogies has been better docu-
mented, since the relationship between Geoffrey’s work and the genealogies
has been studied by Edmond Faral, Arthur E. Hutson, and Stuart Piggott.8” One

85 Phillimore, “Annales Cambrice’, p. 154.

86  These calculations rely on the excellent work of H. Gough-Cooper in Annales Cambriae:
A, B and C in Parallel, from St Patrick to AD 954, 2016, <http://croniclau.bangor.ac.uk/
documents/AC_ABC_to_g54._first_edition.pdf> (accessed 30 April 2017), pp. 7-16.

87  Faral, LLA, vol. 2, pp. 1718, 137-39, and 276; A.E. Hutson, British Personal Names in the
Historia requm Britanniae, Berkeley, 1940; id., “Geoffrey of Monmouth’, Transactions of the
Honourable Society of Cymmrodorion (1937), 361-73, at pp. 368-73; Piggott, “Sources”.
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of the clearest examples of Geoffrey’s deployment of these genealogies comes
in his list of the attendees at Arthur’s Whitsun court at Caerleon, among whom
are the following ragtag bunch:

Donaut Mappapo, Cheneus Mapcoil, Peredur Maberidur, Grifud
Mapnogoid, Regin Mapclaut, Eddelein Mapcledauc, Kincar Mabbangan,
Kinmare, Gorbonian Masgoit, Clofaut, RUN MAPNETON, KINBELIN
MAPTRUNAT, CATHLEUS MAPCATEL, Kinlith Mapneton®8

Most of these names have been lifted wholesale from a few adjacent sections
of a text very like the Harleian genealogies. Compare the names in bold, itali-
cized, or set in smallcaps with the following extracts from the genealogies:39

[U]rbgen map Cinmarc map Merchianum map Gurgust map Coil Hen.
[G]uallauc map Laenaec map Masguic Clop map Ceneu map Coyl Hen.
[M]orcant map Coledauc map Morcant Bulc map Cincar braut map Bran
Hen map Dumngual Moilmut map Garbaniaun ...

[D]unaut map Pappo map Ceneu map Coyl Hen. [G]urci ha Peretur
mepion Eleuther Cascord maur ...

[R]JUN MAP NEITHON map Caten map Caurtam map Serguan map
Letan map CATLEU MAP CATEL map Decion map Cinis Scaplaut map
Louhen map Guidgen map Caratauc map CINBELIN MAP TEUHANT ...

This is the only section in Geoffrey’s history where he retains the Old Welsh
map (“son (of)”) formula found in the genealogies; elsewhere he picks out the
names and epithets but does not explicitly use the patronymics. This is not to
say that he was unaware of them. In the first extract from the genealogies just
quoted may be found the name Dumngual Moilmut; this was Geoffrey’s source
for the name of his great lawgiver, Dunuallo Molmutius, whose relationship
with his son, Brennius, the conqueror of Rome, was determined by the rela-
tionship between Dumngual Moilmut and his son Bran Hen, “Bran the Old”, in
the genealogies.?°

A high proportion of the Brittonic name-forms in the p6B can be found dis-
tributed across almost every section of the Harleian genealogies, making it very

88  DGB, ix.156.340—43.

89  Phillimore, “Annales Cambrice”, pp. 173—76; cf. Tracts, ed. Bartrum, pp. 10-11.

go  Piggott, “Sources”, p. 279. Geoffrey may have had another Welsh source for his Dunuallo
Molmutius: see Roberts, “Sylwadau”, pp. 136—-37; M.E. Owen, “Royal Propaganda: Stories
from the Law-Texts”, in T.M. Charles-Edwards, M.E. Owen, and P. Russell (eds.), The Welsh
King and his Court, Cardiff, 2000, pp. 224-54, at pp. 229—30.
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likely that Geoffrey used a version of the text similar to that which survives em-
bedded in the Historia Brittonum in the Harley manuscript. He seems to have
favored some sections of the genealogies over others. He made good use of the
sections concerning the legendary heroes of the Brittonic north, the subjects
of the first two extracts quoted above. He also made frequent use of the pedi-
grees of the kings of Gwynedd and Dyfed (his two principal “Cambrian” king-
doms), which are the first two pedigrees in the Harleian genealogies. As many
as nine of the names of Ebraucus’s sons and daughters may have been taken
from these two pedigrees: Iagon, Chein, and Aballac from the Gwynedd pedi-
gree (compare lacob, Cein, and Aballac) and Margadud, Regin, Kincar, Gloigin,
Tangustel, and perhaps Ragan from the Dyfed pedigree (compare Margetiut,
Regin, Cincar, Gloitguin, and Tancoystl).

One might question the extent to which Geoffrey understood the gene-
alogies that he quarried for name forms. He knew that the genealogies were
lists of names, but did he know the proper historical contexts to which those
names pertained? Despite the Harleian genealogies containing no dates and
few place-names, Geoffrey does indicate that he could contextualize some of
them. A particularly striking example concerns Geoffrey’s King Tenuantius,
successor of Cassibellaunus and father of Kimbelinus. Tenuantius is Geoffrey’s
version of the Tasciovanos of history, the father of Cunobelinos and grandfa-
ther of Caratacos. But while the latter two are known to us through Roman
writers, such as Suetonius, Dio Cassius, and Tacitus, Tasciovanos is known
solely through his coins. The only written source that mentions the father
of Cunobelinos prior to the DGB is the Harleian genealogies, in the pedigree
forming the third extract quoted above, which incorporates the three genera-
tions Caratauc map Cinbelin map Teuhant, “Caratacos son of Cunobelinos son
of Teuhant”.9! According to John Koch, Teuhant would be the regular Old Welsh
derivative of Tasciovanos, suggesting that at this point the Harleian genealo-
gies have incorporated accurate information about the family that had been
preserved in oral tradition.®? Since there is no reason that Geoffrey would
have known the name of Cunobelinos’s father from independent sources, he
must have realized that the pedigree’s Caratauc and Cinbelin corresponded
to the pre-Roman kings Caratacos and Cunobelinos mentioned in his other

91 Piggott, “Sources”, p. 280; J.T. Koch, “A Welsh Window on the Iron Age: Manawydan,
Mandubracios”, cMmcs 14 (1987), 17-52, at p. 17.

92 J.T. Koch, “Llawr en assed (CA 932) ‘The laureate hero in the war-chariot Some
Recollections of the Iron Age in the Gododdin’, Etudes celtiques 24 (1987), 253-78, at
pp. 266—70.
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sources, and then correctly deduced from this that Teuhant was Cunobelinos’s
predecessor.

Arthur’s Whitsun court at Caerleon provides other examples of Geoffrey’s
comprehension of the genealogies. Among the attendees may be found
Caduallo Lauihr rex Venedotorum, “Caduallo Lauihr, king of the Venedoti”, and
Stater rex Demetarum, “Stater, king of the Demetae”.%3 The two names have
been taken respectively from the Gwynedd pedigree (Catgolaun Iauhir) and
the Dyfed pedigree (Stater) in the Harleian genealogies, showing that Geoffrey
understood to which kingdoms those pedigrees pertained. In the case of
Caduallo Lauihr, he is even roughly correct about the implied date; the his-
torical Cadwallon Lawhir of Gwynedd was the father of Maelgwn Gwynedd,
who, as we know from Gildas, flourished in the 6th century.%* Geoffrey demon-
strates his thorough understanding of the Gwynedd pedigree later in his his-
tory in the conversation between Caduallo and Salomon of Armorica, in which
Caduallo, who is himself based on the historical Cadwallon son of Cadfan
of Gwynedd (d. 634), explains his descent from Malgo, Geoffrey’s version of
Maelgwn Gwynedd.?> Throughout the post-Arthurian section of his history,
Geoffrey’s successful coordination between the Gwynedd pedigree and other
information derived from Gildas, Bede, and elsewhere creates an important
element of continuity in the narrative. It does not matter that the pedigree
offered by Geoffrey’s Caduallo contains a discrepancy when compared with
the Harleian genealogies, in listing Ennianus, rather than Run, as Caduallo’s
ancestor; it would not have satisfied Geoffrey to reproduce his source exactly.

One further example of borrowing from the genealogies might suggest the
origin of Geoffrey’s copy of the text. At the beginning of his reign, Dunuallo
Molmutius, a typically strenuous scion of the house of Cornwall, defeats three
kings in order to become king of Britain: Pinner, king of Loegria, Rudaucus,
king of Wales, and Staterius, king of Scotland.®6 The names Pinner and Staterius
can only be based on the Pincr and Stater of the Dyfed pedigree in the Harleian
genealogies; they are not, in fact, real names, but rather Latinate titles (pincer-
na, “cup-bearer”, and stator, “magistrate’s marshal”) artificially introduced into
the pedigree in order to extend it further back in time.®” The name Rudaucus,
on the other hand, has been taken from a version of the Gwynedd pedigree.

93  DGB, ix.156.329—30.

94  Gildas, The Ruin of Britain §§33—36, ed. and trans. Winterbottom, pp. 32—36 and 102—05.

95  DGB,xi.195.376—-83.

96  DGB,ii.34.

97  E.W.B.Nicholson, “The Dynasty of Cunedag and the ‘Harleian Genealogies'”, Y Cymmrodor
21 (1908), 63-104, at p. 81; B. Guy, “The Earliest Welsh Genealogies: Textual Layering and
the Phenomenon of ‘Pedigree Growth'”, Early Medieval Europe 26 (2018), 46285, at p. 484.
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In the Harleian genealogies, one of the ancestors of the kings of Gwynedd is
called Patern Pesrut. However, versions of the same pedigree also appear in
the Welsh Latin Lives of saints Cadog and Carannog. The Life of St Cadog was
written by Lifris, archdeacon of Glamorgan, at the end of the 11th century, but
the genealogy might have been added during the 12th century.®® Similarly, the
genealogy in the probably 12th-century Life of St Carannog may have been
inserted at a slightly later point, since it now separates two parts of what
may once have been a unitary composition.®® In both these versions of the
genealogy, the same ancestor is called Patern Peis Rudauc rather than Patern
Pesrut. Rudauc, which in modern Welsh would be spelt rhuddog, is an adjec-
tive meaning “red, reddish-brown”, but it is not attested independently in any
written text until 1707 (unlike the much commoner adjective rAudd, on which
rhuddog is based).1°° This renders it very likely that Geoffrey took the name
Rudaucus from a version of the Gwynedd pedigree, a version which, moreover,
was slightly closer to the version in the Lives of Cadog and Carannog than to
the one in the extant Harleian genealogies. This is significant because the Lives
of Cadog and Carannog themselves seem to have taken the genealogy from a
text very similar to the Harleian genealogies that was circulating in places con-
nected to Llancarfan, where St Cadog was the patron saint, during Geoffrey’s
lifetime.!0! There is further evidence for this. For example, Glastonbury Abbey,
which at some point in the 12th century commissioned a Life of St Gildas from
none other than Caradog of Llancarfan,'92 was the place where additional ma-
terial was added to William of Malmesbury’s The Early History of Glastonbury
from the Harleian recension of Historia Brittonum and from genealogies like

98 For the date of the Life, see C.N.L. Brooke, The Church and the Welsh Border in the Central
Middle Ages, ed. D.N. Dumville (Studies in Celtic History, 8), Woodbridge, 1986, pp. 72—73
and 89. For the suggestion that the genealogy is a later insertion, see H.D. Emanuel, “An
Analysis of the Composition of the ‘Vita Cadoci’”, National Library of Wales Journal 7
(1952), 217—27, at p. 220.

99  For the Life (or Lives) of St Carannog, see K. Jankulak, “Carantoc alias Cairnech? British
Saints, Irish Saints, and the Irish in Wales”, in K. Jankulak and J.M. Wooding (eds.), Ireland
and Wales in the Middle Ages, Dublin, 2007, pp. 116—48.

100 GPC Online, University of Wales Centre for Advanced Welsh and Celtic Studies,
Aberystwyth, 2014, <http://www.geiriadur.ac.uk/> (accessed 30 April 2017), s.v. rhuddog.
It does not seem that the addition of the suffix -og to rhudd altered the word’s meaning.
Cf. P. Russell, Celtic Word Formation: The Velar Suffixes, Dublin, 1990, p. 38.

101 The evidence is set out more fully in B. Guy, Medieval Welsh Genealogy: An Introduction
and Textual Study, Woodbridge, 2020, pp. 79-100.

102 See above, n. 25.
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the Harleian genealogies, possibly at the end of the 12th century.193 It is quite
possible that Caradog of Llancarfan himself, whom Geoffrey describes as “my
contemporary”, provided Geoffrey with his copy of the Harleian recension of
the Historia Brittonum, containing versions of the same interpolated annals
and genealogies as are found in the extant Harley manuscript.1%4

3 The True Faith

Religion will be destroyed again and archbishoprics will be displaced.
London’s honour will adorn Canterbury and the seventh pastor of York
will dwell in the kingdom of Armorica. St Davids will wear the pallium
of Caerleon, and the preacher of Ireland will fall silent because of a baby
growing in the womb.105

The quotation above is spoken as part of Merlin’s prophecies to Vortigern. The
passage appears near the beginning of the prophecies and concerns events
due to happen not long after the reign of Arthur. Its subject matter is read-
ily identifiable, within the terms of Galfridian history. According to Geoffrey,
when the Britons were converted to Christianity during the reign of King
Lucius, three metropolitan dioceses were established, based in York, London,
and Caerleon.!%¢ This prophecy foretells certain events that will befall each
one. London’s honor will pass to Canterbury during the time of St Augustine,
even though Geoffrey does not explicitly mention Augustine’s foundation of
the church of Canterbury; St Samson, whom Geoffrey has flee from York during
Arthur’s campaigns against the Saxons, becomes archbishop of Dol by the time
of Arthur’s Whitsun court at Caerleon;'°7 and St David’s wearing of the pallium
of Caerleon is a reference both to Geoffrey’s St David, “archbishop of Caerleon’,
dying in St Davids during the reign of Constantinus, and to the real 12th-century
campaign of Bernard, bishop of St Davids, for the elevation of St Davids to the

103 Scott, Early History, pp. 187-88, nn. 22 and 24; D.E. Thornton, “Glastonbury and the
Glastening”, in L. Abrams and J.P. Carley (eds.), The Archaeology and History of Glastonbury
Abbey: Essays in Honour of the Ninetieth Birthday of C.A. Ralegh Radford, Woodbridge, 1991,
pp. 191-203, at pp. 195-96 and 200—o1.

104 DGB,xi.208.602: “contemporaneo meo”.

105 DGB, Prophetiae 12.46—50: “Delebitur iterum religio, et transmutacio primarum sedium
fiet. Dignitas Lundoniae adornabit Doroberniam, et pastor Eboracensis septimus in
Armorica regno frequentabitur. Meneuia pallio Vrbis Legionum induetur, et praedicator
Hiberniae propter infantem in utero crescentem obmutescet.”

106 DGB, iiii.72.418—26.

107 DGB, ix.151194—96 and ix.158.406-09.
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status of an archbishopric.1%8 But it is the last part of the passage that concerns
us most here. This appears to be a reference to two events in Rhygyfarch’s Life
of St David, written late in the 11th century: St Patrick’s visit to Dyfed prior to
David’s birth, and Gildas’s being struck dumb by the unborn David, still in his
mother’s womb.1%° In Geoffrey’s typical fashion, he has combined aspects of
these two events together so as not to replicate either one too closely. Another
reference to Rhygyfarch’s portrayal of Patrick’s visit to Dyfed occurs later in the
history, where Geoffrey explains that St Patrick had founded St Davids and had
foretold David’s birth.1° Again, Geoffrey has altered Rhygyfarch’s account; in
the latter, David’s birth is foretold to Patrick by an angel, not by Patrick himself.
Still, it is probably fair to deduce that Geoffrey was familiar with Rhygyfarch’s
Life of St David.

It is very likely that Geoffrey knew some of the hagiographical literature
generated by the ecclesiastical controversies of South Wales in the first half of
the 12th century.! The controversies centered on Bishop Bernard of St Davids’
(unsuccessful) campaign to establish St Davids as the seat of an independent
archbishopric, and Bishop Urban of Llandaff’s (successful) campaign to as-
sert the independence of Llandaff as the center of a bishopric subordinate to
Canterbury. Each of these campaigns produced saints’ lives and accounts of
ecclesiastical history to be used as propaganda, culminating most famously in
the Book of Llandaff.'2 Some of Geoffrey’s passing references to events of ec-
clesiastical history bear witness to his familiarity with the claims that these di-
oceses were propagating through their texts. For instance, his reference in the
VM to St Davids, where “the pall lost for many years will be recovered”, shows
his cognizance of the claim of the church of St Davids to have been the seat of
an archbishop earlier in its history.!3 The claim is found in Rhygyfarch’s Life of

108 DGB, x1.179.89—91. For Bernard’s campaign, see M. Richter, Giraldus Cambrensis: The
Growth of the Welsh Nation, Aberystwyth, 1972, at pp. 40—61; Episcopal Acts and Cognate
Documents relating to Welsh Dioceses 1066-1272, ed. ].C. Davies, 2 vols., Cardiff, 194648,
vol. 1, pp. 190—208.

109 Rhygyfarch ap Sulien, Life of St David §3 and §5, ed. and trans. R. Sharpe and J.R. Davies,
“Rhygyfarch’s Life of St David’, in J.W. Evans and J.M. Wooding (eds.), St David of Wales:
Cult, Church and Nation, Woodbridge, 2007, pp. 10755, at pp. 110-15; cf. Wright, “Geoffrey
of Monmouth and Gildas Revisited”, pp. 156-57.

110 DGB, xi.179.92—93; cf. Tatlock, LHB, p. 246.

111 For more detailed discussion, see Barry Lewis’s chapter in the present volume.

112 For the relationship between the Book of Llandaff and 12th-century ecclesiastical politics,
see J.R. Davies, The Book of Llandaf and the Norman Church in Wales, Woodbridge, 2003.
For a diplomatic edition of the whole manuscript, see The Text of the Book of Llan Dav:
Reproduced from the Gwysaney Manuscript, ed. ].G. Evans and J. Rhys, Oxford, 1893.

113 VM, 1 623: “palla sibi reddetur dempta per annos.”
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St David, and was developed and elaborated as the 12th century progressed.!'+
Geoffrey’s reference to St Teilo, “a distinguished priest of Llandaff”, replacing
St Samson as archbishop of Dol probably betrays his familiarity with the ver-
sion of the Life of St Teilo preserved in the Book of Llandaff. Only this version of
the Life, unlike the other, probably earlier, version preserved in London, British
Library, Cotton Vespasian A. xiv, mentions Teilo as bishop of Llandaff and then
later as bishop of Dol following St Samson.!!>

De situ Brecheniauc (“Concerning the Establishment of Brycheiniog”) is
another Latin ecclesiastical text probably produced in South Wales in the
first half of the 12th century that may have been used by Geoffrey. This text
narrates the conception and birth of Brychan, the eponymous founder of
Brycheiniog in south-central Wales, and then lists Brychan’s many sons and
daughters, most of whom can be identified as saints associated with churches
in Brycheiniog and other regions of South Wales. Arthur Hutson suggested that
Brychan was the inspiration for Geoffrey’s Ebraucus, whose 20 sons and 30
daughters are enumerated in the p6B.1'6 As Hutson pointed out, some of the
more unusual names among Ebraucus’s daughters are paralleled only among
the names of Brychan’s daughters. These include Gorgon (compare Gurygon/
Grucon), Kambreda (compare Kein/Kein breit), and Claudus (compare Gladus/
Gluadus). In each of these three cases, the former of the two bracketed itali-
cized forms has been taken from the version of De situ Brecheniauc in Cotton
Vespasian A. xiv, while the latter has been taken from the related text known
as Cognacio Brychan, found in London, British Library, Cotton Domitian A. i.11
The closer correspondence between the D6B and the forms found in Cognacio
Brychan may suggest that Geoffrey drew on a version of the Brychan tract re-
sembling the latter.

114 Rhygyfarch, Life of St David §§49-53, ed. and trans. Sharpe and Davies, pp. 142—47.

115 DGB, ix158.406—09: “Teliaus illustris presbiter Landauiae” For the text of the Book
of Llandaff’s version of the Life of St Teilo, see Life of St Teilo, ed. ].G. Evans and ]. Rhys,
The Text of the Book of Llan Dav: Reproduced from the Gwysaney Manuscript, Oxford,
1893, pp. 97-117; for a summary of the differences between the two versions of the Life,
see P.C. Bartrum, A Welsh Classical Dictionary: People in History and Legend up to about
A.D. 1000, Aberystwyth, 1993, pp. 605—06. It has been argued that Teilo’s visit to Dol in the
Book of Llandaff is modeled on the Breton Life of St Turiau; see G.H. Doble, Lives of the
Welsh Saints, ed. D.S. Evans, Cardiff, 1971, pp. 183-86; ].R. Davies, Book of Llandaf, p. 117.

116 Hutson, British Personal Names, pp. 16—22; id., “Geoffrey”, pp. 361-68. For Ebraucus’s
daughters, see DGB, ii.27.99-104.

117 Both versions are edited and translated in A.W. Wade-Evans, “The Brychan Documents”,
Y Cymmrodor 19 (1906), 18—-48. Both versions were edited again, without translations, in
Vitae Sanctorum Britanniae et Genealogiae: The Lives and Genealogies of the Welsh Saints,
ed. A.W. Wade-Evans, Cardiff, 1944, pp. 313-18.
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4 Dark Sayings from a Dark Heart

It is the will of the most-high Judge that the British shall be without their
kingdom for many years because of their weakness, until Conanus shall
arrive in his ship from Armorica, and that revered leader of the Welsh,
Cadwaladrus. They will join together with the Scots, the Welsh, the
Cornish, and the Armoricans in a firm league. Then they will restore to
their own people the crown that had been lost. The enemy will be driven
out and the time of Brutus will be back once more.!8

This section of Merlin’s prophecy to Telgesinus in the VM is the closest that
Geoffrey comes to paraphrasing a 10th-century Welsh prophetic poem that he
almost certainly knew, known as Armes Prydein Vawr (“The Great Prophecy of
Britain”).'® Armes Prydein Vawr foretells of an alliance of Welsh, Irish, Cornish,
Bretons, and others who will rise up to defeat the English with the help of the
returning leaders Cadwaladr and Cynan, just as in the VM 120 The poem was
probably composed in the first half of the 10th century, while either Zthelstan
(924—39) or his half-brother Edmund (939—46) were supreme in Britain, and it
may have been inspired by the alliance between the Hiberno-Scandinavians
of Dublin, the Scots of Alba, and the Britons of Strathclyde at the battle of
Brunanburh in 937. The poet specifically recounts how the victory of the Welsh
had been prophesied by no less a figure than Myrddin, the Welsh precursor of
Geoffrey’s Merlin, whose appearance in this context may have been one of the
inspirations for Geoffrey’s portrayal of Merlin as the chief political prophet of
his legendary world.1?!

Prophecy, as a method of political commentary on past events and an ex-
pression of desires and anxieties about the future, was a popular literary genre

118 VM, Il. 964—72: “sententia summi / judicis existit, Britones ut nobile regnum / tempo-
ribus multis amittant debilitate, / donec ab Armorica veniet temone Conanus /| et
Cadualadrus Cambrorum dux venerandus, / qui pariter Scotos Cambros et Cornubienses
/ Armoricosque viros sociabunt federe firmo / amissumque suis reddent diadema colonis,
| hostibus expulsis renovato tempore Bruti.” I have altered Clarke’s translation following
advice from an anonymous reviewer.

119 Cf. D. Edel, “Geoffrey’s So-Called Animal Symbolism and Insular Celtic Tradition’, Studia
Celtica18/19 (1983/84), 96-109, at p. 97; A.O.H. Jarman, “The Merlin Legend and the Welsh
Tradition of Prophecy’, in Bromwich et al. (eds.), The Arthur of the Welsh, pp. 117-45, at
p-137.

120 See above, pp. 48—49.

121 Armes Prydein Vawr .17, ed. and trans. Williams and Bromwich, pp. 2-3.
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during the Middle Ages.!?2 It was a literary form that was thoroughly exploit-
ed by Geoffrey, whose PM achieved fame and popularity as a work in its own
right, in addition to forming the central linchpin of the pD6B.122 But to what
extent did Welsh examples of the genre influence Geoffrey’s particular brand
of Merlinian prophecy? It is relatively uncontroversial to claim that Geoffrey
may have known Armes Prydein Vawr, since the dating of that poem to the first
half of the 10th century is fairly secure. But in this respect Armes Prydein Vawr
stands almost alone, because the dating of the majority of early Welsh pro-
phetic poems is contested and uncertain.?* Included in the latter category are
the early Myrddin poems, the dating of which is inextricably bound up with
the intractable question of their relationship with the VM.125

It has been persistently claimed that Geoffrey discovered the Welsh legend
of Myrddin between the completion of the DB around 1138 and the writ-
ing of the VM around 1150.126 This is because the account of Merlin’s life in
the VM mirrors various aspects of Myrddin’s story in Welsh poetry, whereas

122 For an excellent summary focused on the 12th century, see R.W. Southern, “Aspects of
the European Tradition of Historical Writing, 3: History as Prophecy”, Transactions of the
Royal Historical Society, fifth series, 22 (1972), 159—80 (repr. in R.J. Bartlett (ed.), History and
Historians: Selected Papers of R.W. Southern, Oxford, 2004, 48-65). For the later Middle
Ages, see the collection of essays in M. Reeves, The Prophetic Sense of History in Medieval
and Renaissance Europe, Aldershot, 1999.

123 See J. Crick, “Geoffrey of Monmouth, Prophecy and History”, Journal of Medieval History
18:4 (1992), 357—71; ead., “Geoffrey and the Prophetic Tradition’, in S. Echard (ed.), The
Arthur of Medieval Latin Literature: The Development and Dissemination of the Arthurian
Legend in Medieval Latin (Arthurian Literature of the Middle Ages, 6), Cardiff, 201,
pp. 67-82; C. Daniel, Les prophéties de Merlin et la culture politique (XII--XVI¢ siécles),
Turnhout, 2006; and Maud McInerney’s contribution to the present volume.

124 Compare the lack of secure dates for the poems edited in M. Haycock, Prophecies from the
Book of Taliesin, Aberystwyth, 2013.

125 The dominant view of their relationship during much of the latter half of the 20th
century was that of A.O.H. Jarman: see his “The Welsh Myrddin Poems’, in R.S. Loomis
(ed.), Arthurian Literature in the Middle Ages, Oxford, 1959, pp. 20-30; id., The Legend of
Merlin, Cardiff, 1960; id., “Early Stages in the Development of the Myrddin Legend”, in
R. Bromwich and R.B. Jones (eds.), Astudiaethau ar yr Hengerdd / Studies in Old Welsh
Poetry: Cyflwynedig i Syr Idris Foster [Studies in Old Welsh poetry presented to Sir Idris
Foster], Cardiff, 1978, pp. 326—49; “Merlin legend”. Aspects of this view have recently
been challenged: O.J. Padel, “Geoffrey of Monmouth and the Development of the Merlin
Legend”, cmcs 51 (2006), 37-65; N. Tolstoy, “Geoffrey of Monmouth and the Merlin
Legend’, AL 25 (2008), 1-42.

126  ]J. Parry, The Vita Merlini (University of Illinois Studies in Language and Literature, 10.3),
Urbana, IL, 1925, pp. 13 and 16; M.E. Griffiths, Early Vaticination in Welsh with English
Parallels, Cardiff, 1937, p. 78; Jarman, Legend of Merlin, pp. 24—25; id., “Early Stages”, p. 349;
id., “Merlin Legend”, p. 135; Roberts, “Sylwadau’, p. 139; VM, p. 29; Tolstoy, “Geoffrey of
Monmouth’, pp. 11 and 13.
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the account of Merlin in the D6B does not. As A.O.H. Jarman put it, “at some
time subsequent to 1138, however, Geoffrey must have learnt more about the
Myrddin legend and realised that the account given of him in the Historia was
contrary to popular tradition.”’?” But we have already noted how perilous it
is to assume Geoffrey’s ignorance or miscomprehension on the basis on his
failure to reproduce a source at his disposal exactly. Alignment with popular
tradition was not one of Geoffrey’s primary concerns. Geoffrey’s creation of a
new “Merlin” character through the merger of the fatherless boy of the Historia
Brittonum and the Welsh prophet Myrddin was deliberate and considered,
and provides no evidence at all for the extent of Geoffrey’s acquaintance with
Welsh Myrddin poetry by 1138. This can be judged only through positive evi-
dence, rather than evidence of absence.

It is likely that the VM reflects Geoffrey’s familiarity with versions of some
surviving Welsh poems.!?8 The parallels between the VM and the Welsh poems
are all the more striking in view of the apparent obscurity of the VM during
the Middle Ages, making it less likely that the Welsh poems have been influ-
enced by the VM.129 One such poem is Yr Afallennau (“The Apple Trees”), the
earliest extant copy of which is found in the mid-13th-century Black Book of
Carmarthen. In this poem, the narrator prophesies political events, including
great victories for the Welsh over the English, from underneath an apple tree.
Although the narrator remains nameless, references to incidents from his past,
including the battle of Arfderydd, his madness, and his sleeping in the forest of
Celyddon, align him with Geoffrey’s Merlin in the VM. Geoffrey may allude to
this poem or a poem with a similar theme in his repeated references to Merlin’s
encounters with apples and apple trees.’®® Another poem that seems to be
reflected in the VM is Ymddiddan Myrddin a Thaliesin (“The Conversation
of Myrddin and Taliesin”), also preserved in the Black Book of Carmarthen,
which may have provided a model for the long conversation between Merlin
and Telgesinus (Geoffrey’s Taliesin) in the VM 13! One of the topics discussed in

127 Jarman, “Merlin Legend’, p. 135.

128 English translations of the Welsh Myrddin poems discussed below may be found in
JK. Bollard, “Myrddin in Early Welsh Tradition”, in P. Goodrich (ed.), The Romance of
Merlin: An Anthology, New York, 1990, pp. 13-54.

129 Tolstoy, “Geoffrey of Monmouth’, pp. 25-27 and 34—36.

130 VM, ll. 9o-95, 567, and 1408-16; cf. Jarman, Legend of Merlin, p. 25; id., “Merlin Legend”,
p. 134; Padel, “Geoffrey of Monmouth and the Development of the Merlin Legend,
pp- 57-58; Tolstoy, “Geoffrey of Monmouth”, p. 38.

131 Ymddiddan Myrddin a Thaliesin (o Lyfr Du Caerfyrddin) [The Conversation of Myrddin
and Taliesin (from the Black Book of Carmarthen)], ed. A.O.H. Jarman, Cardiff, 1951, at
p- 44; id., Legend of Merlin, p. 25; id., “Early Stages’, p. 332; Padel, “Geoffrey of Monmouth
and the Development of the Merlin Legend”, pp. 45-46.
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the Ymddiddan is gueith Arywderit, “the battle of Arfderydd”, which in the VM
turns Merlin mad and drives him into the forest of Calidon. The VM’s story may
be compared with the final stanza of the Ymddiddan, where Myrddin states
that, in the battle, “seven score generous men went mad, they perished in the
forest of Celyddon.”’32 The VM'’s conversation between Merlin and Telgesinus
may also have been inspired by Welsh poems linked with the legendary Welsh
poet Taliesin. Telgesinus’s role in the VM is primarily that of a cosmological
commentator, who divulges information to Merlin about the world’s waters, is-
lands, and, curiously, fish. A similar range of cosmological expertise, including
knowledge of fish, is attributed to the legendary persona of Taliesin in some of
the poems preserved in the 14th-century Book of Taliesin.!33

A final poem that Geoffrey may have drawn upon is Cyfoesi Myrddin a
Gwenddydd ei Chwaer (“The Prophecy of Myrddin and Gwenddydd his Sister”),
which is preserved in manuscripts from the end of the 13th century onwards.
This is a long poem in which Gwenddydd questions her brother Myrddin in
alternating stanzas about the future rulers of the Welsh. The poem is cast as
prophecy, but begins by listing quasi-historical rulers of the Welsh, follow-
ing first the Historia Brittonum’s account of the northern kings who opposed
the English and latterly the Gwynedd pedigree up to the reign of Hywel Dda
(d. 950). Thereafter the prophetic references become much vaguer, crystal-
lizing only later in the poem in allusions to the 12th-century rulers Gruffudd
ap Cynan, Owain Gwynedd, and King Henry.!3* It has been suggested, quite
plausibly, that the arrangement of the extant text is due to its being compos-
ite: namely, that an earlier prophetic poem, composed perhaps in the 10th
century during the reign of Hywel Dda, was later augmented with stanzas re-
ferring to the 12th century.!3> Many aspects of the poem, including the proph-
ecy, the references to Arfderydd, Rhydderch, and Gwenddolau, and the role
of Myrddin’s sister Gwenddydd (called Ganieda by Geoffrey), who in the VM

132 Ymddiddan Myrddin a Thaliesin 1l. 35-36, ed. Jarman, p. 58: “Seith ugein haelon a aethan
ygwllon, / Yg coed keliton y daruuan.” Translation is my own.

133 Cf. M. Haycock, Legendary Poems from the Book of Taliesin, Aberystwyth, 2007, pp. 13,
156-57, 443, 515, 521, and 523.

134 M.B. Jenkins, “Aspects of the Welsh Prophetic Verse Tradition: Incorporating Textual
Studies of the Poetry from ‘Llyfr Coch Hergest’ (Oxford, Jesus College, MS cxi) and ‘Y Cwta
Cyfarwydd’ (Aberystwyth, National Library of Wales, MS Peniarth 50)”, unpublished PhD
thesis, University of Cambridge, 1990, pp. 80—83. It is not clear which son of which Henry
is implicated in the phrases keneu Henri, “Henry’s cub” (. 209) and mab Henri, “Henry’s
son” (L. 213) (ibid., pp. 53 and 64).

135 Jenkins, “Aspects of the Welsh Prophetic Verse Tradition’, pp. 40-41; J. Rowland, Early
Welsh Saga Poetry: A Study and Edition of the Englynion, Cambridge, 1990, pp. 291-93;
Tolstoy, “Geoffrey of Monmouth’, pp. 20—25; Charles-Edwards, Wales, pp. 337-39.
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finally joins Merlin and prophesies with him, imply that Geoffrey was famil-
iar with the Cyfoesi or with something like it at the time that he composed
the VM.136 Might he have known a version of the poem at an earlier stage,
when he was composing the p6B? There may be a hint that he did in his treat-
ment of Caduan, Caduallo’s father and predecessor. It has already been noted
that Geoffrey was familiar with the pedigree of the kings of Gwynedd. It is
possible that this pedigree was Geoffrey’s only source for Caduan, father of
Caduallo, who is based on the historical 7th-century Cadfan of Gwynedd, fa-
ther of Cadwallon; in this case, Geoffrey’s attribution of the kingship of the
Venedoti and then of all the Britons to Caduan was solely a deduction from
the pedigree, in light of the more famous position of the historical Cadwallon.
However, if Geoffrey already knew the Cyfoesi, which lists Cadfan as king of the
Welsh prior to Cadwallon, his decision would have had a surer foundation, and
his ability to manipulate the pedigree of the kings of Gwynedd would be more
readily explained.

Conclusion: the Laurel Wreath

We have brought the song to an end. So, Britons, give a laurel wreath to
Geoffrey of Monmouth. He is indeed your Geoffrey, for he once sang of
your battles and those of your princes, and he wrote a book which is now
known as the “Deeds of the Britons” — and they are celebrated throughout
the world.137

Who are these “Britons”, so beholden to Geoffrey of Monmouth? The Welsh,
whom Geoffrey perniciously castigates in his history? The Bretons, who barely
rate a mention in the poem for which this conclusion was written? The Britons
of yore, who could look upon Geoffrey only as some distant, unknowable
Homer? Or some combination of them all, the subject of an ironic paean for a
people who only truly exist in Geoffrey’s pages?

If there is any single conclusion to be drawn from this chapter, it is that
Geoffrey of Monmouth was the master of his source material. He may have
known the limitations of Breton source material, and he certainly knew the

136 Tolstoy, “Geoffrey of Monmouth’, p. 38.

137 VM, 1L 1525-29: “Duximus ad metam carmen. Vos ergo, Britanni, / laurea serta date
Gaufrido de Monemuta. / Est etenim vester, nam quondam prelia vestra / vestrorumque
ducum cecinit scripsitque libellum / quem nunc Gesta vocant Britonum celebrata per
orbem.”
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challenges presented by the relatively abundant Welsh source material. He
understood how to use less tractable sources like bare genealogies and exigu-
ous annals, and he understood how to weld them seamlessly to well-known
narratives like Bede’s Ecclesiastical History. He consulted all the sources from
Wales that he could find, in Latin and Welsh, but felt no compulsion to incor-
porate everything so discovered into his compositions. However, nothing ab-
sorbed into his work is left bare. Just as with the classical and biblical sources
examined in the next chapter, Geoffrey deliberately sought to exercise the few
readers who would have been conversant with the Welsh sources by masking
his intertextual debts at every turn. But there was also an essential difference.
Within the intertextual discourses of classical and biblical literature, Geoffrey
was merely a passing participant; within the intertextual discourse of Brittonic
history, Geoffrey was the enduring master architect.!38

138 Iwould like to thank Paul Russell, Barry Lewis, and Rebecca Thomas for kindly suggesting
improvements to various drafts of this chapter.



CHAPTER 2

Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Classical and Biblical
Inheritance

Paul Russell

1 In the Beginning

The “very old book in the British tongue” brought to Geoffrey by Walter has
always been the natural starting point for any discussion of Geoffrey and his
sources for the De gestis Britonum.! But the sentence which follows mention
of the book (apart from its reference to translation (¢ransferre)) has attracted
relatively somewhat less attention:

Though I have never gathered showy words from the gardens of others, I
was persuaded by [Walter’s] request to translate the book into Latin in a
rustic style [lit. stilus], reliant on my own reed pipe.?

But this is arguably even more revealing of his sources than the preceding sen-
tence with its much discussed “very old book” and references to the works of
Gildas and Bede. The crucial phrase, which could be taken as Geoffrey’s nod
toward the modesty topos, is agresti tamen stilo propriisque calamis, “in a rustic

«

1 DGB, Prologus 2.9-10: “.. quendam Britannici sermonis librum uestustissimum ...”
Translations of the DG B are normally Wright’s unless it was felt necessary to vary it; for other
texts, translations are my own unless otherwise indicated. To a large extent the following
discussion focuses in the DB, which provides many more complex examples to consider,
but some cases where Geoffrey draws on classical sources in the VM are also discussed. His
debt to biblical sources in the latter is less easy to pin down; for a discussion of some of the
theological aspects of the VM, see Barry Lewis’s chapter in this volume (pp. 420-23). I am
grateful to Ben Guy for reading a draft of this chapter and for the comments of the anony-
mous referees, and also to the editors for their careful guidance and help.

2 DGB, Prologus 2.12-15: “... Rogatu itaque illius ductus, tametsi infra alienos ortulos falerata
uerba non collegerim, agresti tamen stilo propriisque calamis contentus codicem illum in
Latinum sermonem transferre curaui...” Wright, and others (Geoffrey of Monmouth, De
gestis Britonum, trans. L. Thorpe, Geoffrey of Monmouth: The History of the Kings of Britain,
London, 1966, p. 51; Geoffrey of Monmouth, De gestis Britonum, trans. M.A. Faletra, The
History of the Kings of Britain, Geoffrey of Monmouth, Peterborough, Ontario, 2007, p. 41), ren-
der stilo as “style” but it may be intended more precisely as stilus, “pen, stylus”.

© THE AUTHOR, 2020 | DOI:10.1163/9789004410398_004
This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms of the cc By-NcC 4.0 License.



68 RUSSELL

style, reliant on my own reed pipe”; on the face of it, he seems to be taking
refuge in the rusticity of his Latin as an excuse for a lack of polish. But there is
something else going on here. In the longer prologue containing a joint dedica-
tion to Robert of Gloucester and Waleran of Meulan, which is preserved in ten
manuscripts, the veil is pulled back a little further:3

... so that I may rest beneath the shade of your spreading branches and my
muse can play her melody on my rustic pipe, safe from envious critics.*

Under the protection of Robert and Waleran, Geoffrey has had the time and
the space to listen to his Muse. But at this point the allusion to (and the partial
quotation of) Virgil's first Eclogue is unmistakable and was clearly intended for
what it was (the relevant phrases are italicized):

Meliboeus: You, Tityrus, lie shaded by the spreading branches of a beech
and woo the woodland muse with your slender reed;
but we are leaving the lands of our country and its pleasant fields.
We in exile from our country; you, Tityrus, at ease in the shade
teaching the woods re-echo ‘Fair Amaryllis’. 5
Tityrus: O Meliboeus, a god has brought about this peace for us;
For he shall always be a god to me, and often shall
a tender lamb from our folds stain his altar.
He has permitted my cattle to roam, as you can see,
and me to play what I like upon my rustic pipes.> 10

3 On the Waleran prologue, see DGB, pp. ix—x and xix; cf. Geoffrey of Monmouth, De gestis
Britonum, ed. A. Griscom, The Historia Regum Britanniae of Geoffrey of Monmouth with
Contributions to the Study of its Place in early British History with a Literal Translation of the
Welsh Manuscript No. LXI of Jesus College Oxford, London, 1929, pp. 49—50.

4 DGB, Prologus 4.8-10 (n. 23.8-10): “... ut sub tegmine tam patulae arboris recubans calamum
musae meae coram inuidis atque improbis tuto modulamine resonare queam”; improbis is
understood here by Wright as “critics”, but others take it to reflect a more general hostility:
“envious and malicious enemies” (Geoffrey of Monmouth, De gestis Britonum, trans. Thorpe,
p- 52); “the jealous and craven” (Geoffrey of Monmouth, De gestis Britonum, trans. Faletra,
p. 42).

5 Virgil, Eclogues i1-10, ed. R.A.B. Mynors, P. Virgili Maronis Opera, Oxford, 1969, my transla-
tion; the relevant phrases are italicized: “Meliboeus: ‘Tityre, tu patulae recubans sub tegmine
fagi / silvestrem tenui Musam meditaris auena; [ nos patriae fines et dulcia linquimus arua.
| nos patriam fugimus; tu, Tityre, lentus in umbra / formosam resonare doces Amaryllida
silvas.’ Tityrus: ‘O Meliboee, deus nobis haec otia fecit. / namque erit ille mihi semper deus,
illius aram / saepe tener nostris ab ovilibus imbuet agnus. / ille meas errare boues, ut cernis,

”m

et ipsum / ludere quae uellem calamo permisit agresti
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While the reference has been noted, its significance has not been recog-
nized even though it offers an immediate reason for thinking afresh about
how Geoffrey was using source material which was probably part of his staple
education.® It is easy to spot such allusions, but far harder to gauge their im-
port for Geoffrey’s audience.

Eclogue 1 has the form of a dialogue between two standard characters of
pastoral, Meliboeus and Tityrus. The former begins with a contrast: while
he is leaving his lands (linquimus arua | nos patriam fugimus, “we are leav-
ing the lands of our country and its pleasant fields”), Tityrus reclines under a
shady tree practicing tunes on his pipes. Tityrus replies that a god (deus) has
brought him leisure (otia); he does not have to leave his land and so can relax
and play his rustic pipes (calamo agresti). The historical context of the poem
is well known and would have been familiar to Geoffrey:” the poem refers to
Octavian’s annexation in the late 40s BC of land in Transpadana (the area of
northern Italy north of the Po, near Cremona and Virgil’s home, Mantua) to
pay off the veterans of the campaigns against Pompey. Despite its pastoral
tone, this is a highly political poem about loss of homeland, exile, and finding
new lands on the edge of the known world; as such, it encapsulates the themes
played out in the DGB. The deus (1. 6) is of course Octavian (Augustus-to-be) to
whom Virgil successfully appealed through his powerful friends to be allowed
to keep his patria. Just as Tityrus can relax under a tree thanks to Octavian, so
can Geoffrey under the protection of Robert and Waleran. But just as they are
depicted as displaying the generosity of an Octavian, so is Tityrus at this point
to be equated with Virgil and by implication with Geoffrey.

But Eclogue 1 is not to be set aside just yet. In the closing stanzas Tityrus of-
fers a series of adynata “impossibilities” (of the pigs-will-fly type):

6 The link with Eclogues 1 is noted in Geoffrey of Monmouth, De gestis Britonum, ed. Griscom,
PPp- 49-50 where it is suggested that Geoffrey “modelled his new line on Virgil” (p. 50); the
suggestion here is that he is simply making the allusion already present in the main part of
the Preface more explicit. On Geoffrey’s schooling, see below, pp. 82 and 101.

7 The circumstances of Virgil retaining his land was a standard part of all the antique and
medieval lives of Virgil, and from there seem to have been absorbed into Virgilian commen-
taries; see Vitae Virgilianae Antiquae, ed. G. Brugnoli and F. Stok, Rome, 1997; .M. Ziolkowski
& M.CJ. Putnam, The Virgilian Tradition. The First Fifteen Hundred Years, New Haven, 2008,

PP-179—403.
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... sooner each shall wander in exile far from their lands

and sooner shall the Parthian drink from the Saéne or the German from
the Tigris

than shall his (sc. Octavian’s) gaze slip from my mind.8

In his safety and self-assurance Tityrus can blithely assert that peoples will not
have to travel vast distances across the world: the Parthians will not come from
the east all the way to Gaul to drink the waters of the Arar (Sadne), nor will
the Germans travel as far east as the Tigris. But Meliboeus’s response is more
sanguine, “it is alright for you but ...”:

But we shall go from here, some to the thirsty Africans,
others to Scythia, and to Crete’s swift Oaxes,
and to those who are completely cut off from the world, the Britons.?

In fact, he says, people will go into exile and, what is more, they will even go to
the ends of the earth, even as far as Britain.

Geoffrey’s DGB continues a narrative begun in Dares Phrygius’s The Fall of
Troy (De excidio Troiae), a text perhaps of the 5th century AD purporting to be
translated from Greek, which relates the whole of the fall of Troy in a single nar-
rative. It ends at the moment when Aeneas abandons Troy, and this is where
Geoffrey takes up the story. This is signposted by Geoffrey’s allusion to Dares’
title in the first line of Book 1: “After the Trojan war, Aeneas, fleeing the devasta-
tion (excidium) of the city ..."10 Aeneas is like Meliboeus at this point, but not
like Tityrus who is allowed to stay; just as the descendants of Meliboeus might
end up in Africa or Scythia or even Britain, so the descendants of Aeneas and
the Trojans end up scattered across the world. The D6 B then shares a Virgilian
narrative whereby the Trojans become Romans and Italians, but it is a narrative
which then branches off onto another tale of exile, finally bringing Brutus and
his line to Britain. But it also constantly harks back to Rome — and, moreover,
Romans (and those genetically related to them) seem unable to leave Britain

8 Virgil, Eclogues 1.61-63, ed. Mynors, my translation: “... ante pererratis amborum finibus
exul / aut Ararim Parthus bibet aut Germanus Tigrim / quam nostro illius labatur pectore
uultus.”

9 Virgil, Eclogues i.64—65, ed. Mynors, my translation: “At nos hinc alii sitientis ibimus
Afros, | pars Scythiam et rapidum Cretae veniemus Oaxen / et penitus toto divisos orbe
Britannos.”

10  DGB, i.6.48, my translation: “Aeneas post Troianum bellum excidium urbis ... diffugiens”.
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alone.! In other words, the link between Rome and Britain is never broken but
simply re-aligned and re-shaped.

Another theme which Eclogue 1 opens up is that of civil war; the context
of the poem is the aftermath of the destructive bellum ciuile which tore the
Roman empire apart. It can be no accident that one of the few Roman authors
that Geoffrey mentions by name in the DB is Lucan, but in addition, as has
often been noted, Geoffrey’s work is permeated with allusions to the language
and imagery of Lucan’s Civil War — again hardly surprising in a work preoccu-
pied with that most destructive of activity, “war ... worse than civil”.!2

This illustrates a point to which we shall return, namely that Geoffrey’s use
of such sources is often allusive, potentially elusive, and sometimes illusory;
the apparently pastoral image of Geoffrey settled under his tree pondering
his great work was not what Geoffrey intended (or at least not all that he in-
tended), and the allusion to Eclogue 1 is made to work harder than might be
apparent. It is more explicit in the extended prologue (with the dedication to
Waleran), but for those of Geoffrey’s audience with the learning to notice, it
is present in the original prologue too: agresti tamen stilo propriisque calamis
contentus, “content with my rustic style, reliant on my own reed pipe”!3 The
allusiveness of the reference in the DGB recalls Conte’s observations (made in
relation to the use of allusion in Latin verse) that “a single word in the new
poem will often be enough to condense a whole poetic situation and to revive
its mood”;* here, for those who can recognize it, the words agresti tamen stilo
propriisque calamis, I would suggest, both condense and revive the mood of
Eclogue 1, and bring us immediately into a world of civil war, exile, and migra-
tion. Another point well made by Conte is also relevant here and that is what
he calls the “epigraphic technique’, the use of a quotation of, or allusion to, one
poem at the beginning of another poem

11 For an impression of the presence of Rome and the Romans in the DGB, one need sim-
ply look at the Index in DGB, p. 303, s.vv. Roma, Romani, Romanus; cf. in particular DGB,
iili.54—72, but also episodes such as Arthur’s abortive attempt to conquer Rome (DG,
ix.158-x.176).

12 Lucan, The Civil War i., trans. ].D. Duff, Lucan. The Civil War, Cambridge, MA, 1928, p. 3:
“bella ... plus quam civilia” (based on A.E. Housman’s edition of the text, M. Annaei Lucani
Belli civilis libri decem, Oxford, 1950). Geoffrey’s reference to Lucan is in the context of
Caesar’s invasions of Britain where a speech of Pompey is quoted in which he disparages
Caesar.

13  DGB, Prologus 2.13-14.

14  G.B. Conte, The Rhetoric of Imitation: Genre and Poetic Memory in Virgil and Other Latin
Poets, Ithaca, 1986, p. 35.
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whose development includes that initial poetic retrieval but subordi-
nates it to its own purposes. What is recalled is extraneous to the new
poem but it is irrevocably embedded in the other poetic situation. But
the previous poetic context necessarily carries over into the new.!s

Just like Geoffrey’s use of Dares’ title (De excidio Troiae) in the opening line of
his main narrative (excidium urbis), the signposting of Eclogue 1 in the Preface,
however oblique, allows the context and thus the thematic potential of those
previous works to “carry over” into his own work. In the preface of Geoffrey’s
work, then, what seems on the surface to be a pastoral trope is actually highly
political. We might also think of that other great poem of the countryside, the
Georgics, which arguably is again a political poem pretending to be something
else. In the light of our discussion of Eclogue 1, when we turn to the next chap-
ter of Geoffrey’s work, “Descriptio Insulae” (DGB, i.5), it becomes much easier
to recognize that this might not just be a rehearsal of the standard topos of
the geographical survey and the locus amoenus which we find as a preface to a
range of ancient and early medieval writers, such as Tacitus, Bede, and Gildas,
but rather, in terms of structure and content, a passage carefully modelled on
Virgil's “praise of Italy” (laus Italiae) in the second book of the Georgics.1® But
for a quirk of fate, Brutus and his people might have been Romans thriving and
farming in Italy; instead Geoffrey seems to be offering them a location ideally
suited to them and destined to be their homeland.

However, before we go thinking that the DGB is an exercise in classical
source-spotting, it is also worth noting that, when Brutus and his men even-
tually reach Britain, it is described as the “promised isle” (promissa insula).\”
Viewed from that perspective, the biblical resonances cannot be ignored;
after all, the whole of Book 1 is a narrative of exile, war, and seemingly endless
migration.!® By chapter 20, Britain has indeed become the promised (is)land.

While the Virgilian allusions in the prologue of the D6B may have to be
teased out, a classical allusion seems to have been handed to us on a plate

15  Conte, Rhetoric of Imitation, p. 25.

16 Virgil, Georgics ii136—76, ed. R.A.B. Mynors, P. Virgili Maronis Opera, Oxford, 1969; see also
Faral, LL4, vol. 2, p. 69.

17 DGB, 1.20.451-52.

18  For further discussion, see Barry Lewis’s contribution to this volume, pp. 400-1. The con-
cept of the “promised land”, which presumably lies behind promissa insula, is of course
biblical, but the phrase does not occur until later patristic sources. What patristic sources
Geoffrey was familiar with is an interesting question which is beyond the remit of this
chapter; it is not impossible that he made the same inference from passages such as
Genesis 15:18—21 as other writers have done.
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in the otherwise conventional opening to the VM.!® Addressing Robert de
Chesney, bishop of Lincoln, Geoffrey invokes the Muses, but at the same time
claims he is not up to the task:

Indeed, it might well have been yourself whom I would wish to embrace
ina
[noble poem.
But I am not the man for it: no, not even if Orpheus and Camerinus
and Macer and Marius and Rabirius of the great voice
were all to sing through my mouth and the Muses were my
accompanists.2°

The Muses and Orpheus are standard reference points, but it is noted by Parry
and Clarke that the poets Camerinus, Macer, Marius, and Rabirius are drawn
from Ovid, Epistulae ex Ponto.?! Clarke suggests that Geoffrey could have drawn
on a “stock list” of poets but this seems unlikely since magnique Rabirius oris,
“and Rabirius of the great voice”, is a direct quotation from Ovid.2? However,
as we have seen, it pays to take heed of Geoffrey’s sources. Ovid’s poem is the
final poem in his series of four books, Epistulae ex Ponto, composed in Tomis,
his place of exile on the Black Sea. It is a curious poem which has not attracted
very much critical attention.?3 Essentially Ovid provides a list of contemporary
and living poets who he supposes are still composing and thriving in the Rome
from which he has been exiled, and it could be read as a complaint about how
they are successful while he moulders. But by the end of the poem his stance
seems to have shifted to being more concerned about his legacy: “my muse
had a famous name and she was read among such men”24 That is, he was a
poets’ poet. The poem ends with a plea that his “body” (sc. of poetry) should

19 VM, 1. 1-18.

20 VM, 11. 13-16: “Ergo te cuperem complecti carmine digno / sed non sufficio, licet Orpheus
et Camerinus / et Macer et Marius magnique Rabirius oris / ore meo canerent Musis co-
mitantibus omnes.”

21 JJ. Parry, The Vita Merlini (University of Illinois Studies in Language and Literature, 10.3),
Urbana, IL, 1925, pp. 20 and 119; VM, pp. 11 and 137; see Ovid, Epistulae ex Ponto iv.16.5—
6, 19, and 24, ed. S.G. Owen, P. Ovidi Nasonis Tristium Libri Quinque Ibis Ex Ponto Libri
Quattuor Halieutica Fragmenta, Oxford, 1915.

22 VM, pp.nand137. Itis possible that the poet named as Marius is an error for Marsus who
is named in the same line as Macer and Rabirius.

23 The best discussion is C. Lehmann, “The End of Augustan Literature: Ovid’s Epistulae ex
Ponto 4", unpublished PhD thesis, University of Southern California, 2018, esp. pp. 274—341.

24  Ovid, Epistulae ex Ponto iva6. 45—46, ed. Owen: “claro mea nomine Musa / atque inter
tantos quae legeretur erat.”
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not be cut up or burnt. Again there seems to be a point to this. It is tempting
to read Ovid’s poem as having a ring of finality about it, and after all the VM
is Geoffrey’s final work, but we cannot know that Geoffrey intended it to be
that. More significant, I suggest, is the link between Ovid’s exile and Merlin’s
intermittent exiles (and the stress and suffering this caused to all concerned)
on the one hand and the general anxiety about the nature of poetical and
prophetic composition in exile. While this is less easy to pin down and must
remain a suggestion, the choice of poets in this list was intended to lead the
well-educated reader elsewhere, and that might have been toward reflections
on the nature and consequences of exile.

2 Previous Work

In what follows, the classical and biblical elements in Geoffrey’s work are con-
sidered side-by-side. As will emerge, it is often difficult to disentangle the two,
and it is not clear that it would be helpful to do so. But even if we keep them
entangled, there are methodological difficulties of several kinds. Recent dis-
cussion of Geoffrey’s sources has largely focused on his proximate medieval
sources, such as Historia Brittonum, Gildas's The Ruin of Britain, and Bede’s
Ecclesiastical History.?5 But difficulties can arise where Geoffrey is using, for
example, a narrative frame from Historia Brittonum but then filling it out with
allusions from elsewhere.26 On the other hand, Geoffrey’s use of classical
and biblical sources is largely nowadays taken for granted and little further
thought has been devoted to it. The earliest studies, both dissertations ema-
nating from Halle, Tausendfreund (on Virgil) and Feuerherd (on allusions to
the Old Testament) remain useful both factually and methodologically.2? This
work implicitly lies behind all later work and it is important to realize how

25  DGB, pp. lvii-lix; see also Faral, LL4, vol. 2, passim; Tatlock, LHB, passim; S. Piggott, “The
Sources of Geoffrey of Monmouth: I. The ‘Pre-Roman’ King-List", Antiquity 15 (1941),
269-86; id., “The sources of Geoffrey of Monmouth: II. The Stonehenge story’, Antiquity
15 (1941), 305-19; D.C. Fowler, “Some Biblical Influences on Geoffrey of Monmouth’s
Historiography’, Traditio 14 (1958), 378-8s5; E. Pace, “Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Sources for
the Cador and Camblan Narratives’, Arthuriana 24 (2014), 45-78; and especially N. Wright,
“Geoffrey of Monmouth and Bede”, AL 6 (1986), 27-59; id., “Geoffrey of Monmouth and
Gildas”, AL 2 (1982), 1—40; id., “Geoffrey of Monmouth and Gildas Revisited”, AL 5 (1985),
155—63.

26  Anexample of this is discussed below, pp. 87-89.

27 H. Tausendfreund, Vergil und Gottfried von Monmouth, Halle, 1913; P.O. Feuerherd, Geoffirey
of Monmouth und das Alte Testament mit beriicksichtigung der Historia Britonum des
Nennius, Halle, 1915.



GEOFFREY OF MONMOUTH’S CLASSICAL AND BIBLICAL INHERITANCE 75

much of the later methodology can be traced back to these works. A particu-
larly helpful illustration of this is Feuerherd’s recognition of the notion of “re-
versal” (Umkehrung or Verkehrung);*8 while Geoffrey may at times reverse the
direction of the biblical allusion, the Old Testament source may still be the
source with which Geoffrey was working; a simple example, discussed further
below, relates to the giants: while in the Old Testament giants invaded Israel,
in Geoffrey Brutus and his men come to Britain, a land inhabited by giants.2? It
is clear, however, through the onomastic links that we are to see this as one of
Geoffrey’s sources despite the “reversal” in the direction of movement. Since
then, Faral's notes to his 1929 discussion of Geoffrey’s narrative are full of help-
ful, and mainly correct, identifications and references.2 Hammer added more
specific references in a 1947 article, and the apparatus to his edition of the First
Variant Version identified numerous passages, although he failed to distinguish
what was unique to the First Variant and what was in the vulgate version.3!
Most recently, Neil Wright has identified most of the classical and biblical ref-
erences in his edition of the First Variant Version.32 Much of this work, howev-
er, useful though it has been, has tended to concentrate on quotation-spotting,
without exploring how Geoffrey might have absorbed and re-processed such
narratives and themes. But even if specific allusion, or even quotations, can be
identified, we should be asking how this helps us understand what Geoffrey
was doing and how his audiences reacted to these allusions (if indeed they
ever spotted them). It is easy to take such work for granted and to assume that
such traditional analysis has already been done. But it still remains for us to
consider the implications of what can be argued to be a deep and wide-ranging
engagement with the classical and biblical knowledge at Geoffrey’s disposal.
It is interesting, too, to ask why one should need to argue in these terms for
a closer and more engaged reading of Geoffrey. There may be several reasons,
which in part have to do with the way we (and our students) read Geoffrey and
his sources. There is, for example, a tendency to focus on the Arthurian sections

28  For examples, see Feuerherd, Geoffrey of Monmouth, pp. 30, 34, and 38.

29  Feuerherd, Geoffrey of Monmouth, p. 34; see also below, pp. 94—98.

30 Faral, LLA, vol. 2.

31 J. Hammer, “Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Use of the Bible in the Historia Regum Britanniae’,
Bulletin of the John Rylands Library 30 (1947), 293—311; Geoffrey of Monmouth, De gestis
Britonum, ed. id., Geoffrey of Monmouth. Historia requm Britanniae. A variant version ed-
ited from manuscripts, Cambridge, MA, 1951, passim. The former contains much that is
debatable. One of the difficulties is that it is much easier to spot poetic diction embedded
in prose, and so easier to identify classical allusions (many of which derive from classical
verse), than it is to identify allusions to the prose of the Old Testament.

32  First Variant Version, ed. Wright, pp. xxiii-xxvi (and especially n. 30 (Bible), nn. 31-37
(classical)).
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of the work with less attention paid to the earlier books which are in fact much
more indebted to classical and biblical modes of narrative. Furthermore, the
same selectivity also applies to Geoffrey’s sources: the Bible is now less well
known, and the historical books of the Old Testament even less so. Likewise
even the Aeneid tends to be read selectively, with some books more read than
others. Books 111 and 1x, which are highly important for our purposes, tend be
among the least read books. That said, to judge from the density of glossing on
medieval manuscripts of the Aeneid, medieval readers were not entirely virtu-
ous in this regard, either. Similarly, among other classical sources drawn upon
by Geoffrey, Lucan and Statius are nowadays relatively under-read.

The questions, then, which the following discussion seeks to explore cen-
ter on how an appreciation and understanding of Geoffrey’s sources help us
to understand the peB: what did a particular verbal or episodic link with the
Bible or a classical text mean to his audience? Additionally, we might return to
our discussion of Eclogue 1 where we noted that the reference to the Eclogue in
the shorter prologue was much briefer and more allusive than in the extended
version containing the dedication to Waleran. It is not that the reference is
indecipherable, but just that Geoffrey requires more work from his audience
for them to derive full value from it. Interesting in this context is Wright's ob-
servation that one of the features which distinguishes the First Variant from
the vulgate is that it contains much more explicit quotation from both classical
and biblical sources.?3 Turned around the other way, this example simply high-
lights how little direct quotation there is in the vulgate version, which begs the
question, why does Geoffrey make it so difficult for us (and perhaps also for his
medieval audience) to read his allusions? Was the introduction (by someone
else) of more obvious quotations in the First Variant (probably within a few
years of the vulgate) a silent acknowledgement that Geoffrey had made life
overly difficult for his audience?3+

But we can begin with a more open-ended question: apart from a general
expectation that he would be quoting from, and modeling his work on, biblical
and classical sources, why should we think he would be? Or perhaps we might
ask the question the other way round: why would we not think he would be
quoting in this way? There is a broad answer which might allow us to make
a little progress. In Geoffrey’s view, Britons and the history of Britain form a
strand of “universal history”: they trace their ancestry back to Troy and beyond
(like the Romans) and were a race in exile (like the Jews); Feuerherd noted that

33 First Variant Version, ed. Wright, pp. xxiii—xxvi.
34 On the authorship and date of the First Variant, see First Variant Version, ed. Wright,
pp- xi-Ixxviii (especially pp. Ixx—Ixxv).
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“Das ganze Werk macht den Eindruck, als habe es Galfred in Parallele zu der
Geschichte des Judenvolkes geschrieben.”?> One way of embedding Britain and
the Britons in this broader historical narrative was to weave into their story the
topoi and cross-references which hold all of those earlier narratives together:
the rise and fall of kings, the movements of peoples, themes of treachery and
deceit, patricides, fratricides, and civil wars. In that respect it might be argued
that it does not really matter that a particular episode is based on a narrative
attested in the Old Testament or Virgil or Lucan; it was all part of that same
heroic and bloody world back into which the Britons’ ancestry was to be traced
and from which they had emerged.

3 A Digression into North Wales

This is a world which audiences of the mid-12th century would have been
familiar. We might gain a firmer grasp on the expectations of a 12th-century
audience by stepping back briefly from Geoffrey and looking at a text prob-
ably composed with a few years of the DGB and whose author almost certainly
knew it and drew upon it. Examining this text, which has never before been
brought into conjunction with Geoffrey, allows us to avoid getting tangled up
in the intertextual problems we encounter comparing Geoffrey’s work with
that of William of Malmesbury or Henry of Huntingdon, and to get a sense of
what an audience might expect from such narratives.3¢ In 1137, more or less
when Geoffrey was letting the D6B loose on the world, Gruffudd ap Cynan,
king of Gwynedd, died; within a decade or so of his death, his biography, the
Life of Gruffudd ap Cynan, was composed, the first and only biography of a me-
dieval Welsh king. The author was probably a cleric, perhaps at least trained at
St Davids (if not from there). He was familiar with the standard modes of biog-
raphy, but also had the Latinity of the Old Testament embedded in his head. The
Life of Gruffudd ap Cynan offers us a way of thinking about Geoffrey’s modes of

35  Feuerherd, Geoffrey of Monmouth, p. 13: “the whole work creates the impression that
Geoffrey wrote it in parallel to the history of the Jewish people”; we might compare the
arrival of Brutus and his men in Britain toward the end of Book 1 (DGB, i.20.451-52) where
Britain is described as the promissa insula, “promised isle”.

36  On 12th-century history writing generally, see the discussions by A. Gransden, Historical
Writing in England, c.550—-c.1307, London, 1974, pp. 105-317; J. Gillingham, “The Context
and Purposes of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History of the Kings of Britain’, Anglo-Norman
Studies 13 (1990), 99-118 (repr. in id. (ed.), The English in the Twelfth Century: Imperialism,
National Identity and Political Values, Woodbridge, 2000, 19-39).
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reference and his weaving together of classical and biblical allusions,37 for we
can observe what another biblically trained cleric from western Britain might
do. Gruffudd’s ancestry (and therefore his claim to the kingship of Gwynedd)
was by no means clear-cut, and so the Life is structured to present someone
who claimed to be royal in all branches of his kindred. For our purposes, the
fact that on his father’s side the biographer uses genealogical information de-
rived from Geoffrey is less significant than that the earlier stages unite Trojans
with early Old Testament figures, and thence back to Adam and God.3® The
author of the Life was well-versed in Old Testament royal narratives: when in
the mid-1090s William Rufus decided to campaign in Gwynedd, his aims are
summarized as follows: “... and (he) led into Gwynedd various squadrons of
cavalry and infantry with which he planned to destroy and < > exterminate
the natives so that he might not leave even a dog pissing against a wall”.3 The
last phrase is strikingly Old Testament but with a literary twist;*? in Kings and
Samuel, the term is used to describe the destruction of all males, but here not
even the male dogs are left alive to cock their legs against any walls that might
have been left standing. The next sentence takes the conceit even further: all
the trees were cut down so that there was not even shade to succor the people
of Gwynedd: “He also embarked upon a scheme of cutting down and destroy-
ing the forests and groves so that not even, as it were, a shadow might be left
by which the weaker might protect themselves.”#! Likewise, Norman kings are

37  Seethe Life of Gruffudd ap Cynan, ed. P. Russell, Vita Griffini Filii Conani. The Medieval Latin
Life of Gruffudd ap Cynan, Cardiff, 2005; the text was translated into Welsh perhaps in the
early decades of the 13th century (for which see Historia Gruffud vab Kenan, ed. D.S. Evans,
Historia Gruffud vab Kenan, gyda rhagymadrodd a nodiadau gan D. Simon Evans [Historia
Gruffudd ap Cynan, with introduction and notes by D. Simon Evans], Cardiff, 1977). This
text had been known previously only from this Welsh version (though that was always
thought to be a translation of a Latin text), but some twenty years ago the Latin text was
discovered and reconstructed from a later manuscript version.

38  For discussion of his genealogy, see D. Thornton, “The Genealogy of Gruffud ap Cynan’,
in KL. Maund (ed.), Gruffud ap Cynan. A Collaborative Biography, Woodbridge, 1996,
pp- 79-108, at pp. 82—87; note that Thornton’s discussion is based on the Welsh translation
as the Latin text had not been discovered yet.

39  Life of Gruffudd §25/1, ed. Russell, pp. 78-79: “et in Venedotiam equitum peditumque var-
ias turmas duxit, quibus incolas omnes funditus destruere et < > pessundare proposuit,
ut ne canem mingentem ad parietem relinqueret” (reference is by section and sentence
number; < > indicates a gap caused by damage to the Latin manuscript which can some-
times be filled by reference to later copies).

40  For discussion, see P. Russell, Vita Griffini Filii Conani. The Medieval Latin Life of Gruffudd
ap Cynan, Cardiff, 2005, pp. 25-26, 48, and 155.

41 Life of Gruffudd §25/1, ed. Russell, pp. 78—79: “Aggressus est sylvas ac lucos scindere et
evertere, ut ne vel umbra quidem, qua se imbecilliores tutarentur, superesset.”
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described as slaughtering the people of Gwynedd ir ore gladii, “at sword-point”
(lit. “at the mouth of a sword”): “so that he might at last root out the realm of
Gruffudd and destroy his subjects at sword-point (as it were), slaughter them,
and completely wipe them out”4? The use of ut dicam here is the equivalent
of putting speech-marks around the phrase and is intended to show that this
is a quotation of a common Old Testament phrase used throughout the his-
torical books.*3 However, the most striking amalgam of classical and biblical
references is presented when the author digresses on the treachery by which
Gruffudd was captured and imprisoned by the Normans:

No-one should be surprised at the changes in human fortunes that some-
times it is necessary to win and sometimes to flee: indeed usually the
cause is treachery. For in this way the unfaithful people of Israel delivered
Judas Macabaeus, their king and leader, into the hands of Demetrius, the
king; Judas, however, this warrior of God, like a giant or a lion avenged
himself on both. Julius Caesar who had subjugated the whole world by
continuous warfare was assassinated by treachery and daggers by the
senators of Rome on the Capitolium itself. Even Arthur, the outstand-
ingly noble king of the kings of the whole of Britain, worthy of undying
fame, waged twelve wars against the Saxons and the Picts. In the first of
these he had been totally routed by treachery in the country of Llwyd
Coed, which is also called Llwyn Llwyd. But in the remaining battles he
took worthy vengeance against the Saxons <...>, the oppressors of his
own subjects, and they could not resist even as an old man.#4

42 Life of Gruffudd §32/7, ed. Russell, pp. 86-87: “ut iam tandem Griffini principatum fun-
ditus eradicaret subditosque eius in ore (ut dicam) gladii perderet, mactaret, et funditus
perimeret”. For the biblical parallels to this phrase, see Life of Gruffudd, ed. Russell, p. 164.

43 Life of Gruffudd, ed. Russell, p. 164.

44  Life of Gruffudd §14/13—18, ed. Russell, pp. 64—65: “Nemo miretur has humanarum rerum
vicissitudines, ut interdum vincere, interdum fugere sit necesse: proditio siquidem cum
primis causa est. Sic enim in manus Demetrii regis infidelis populus Israeliticus ludam
Maccabeum regem ac principem suum tradiderunt: verum Bellator hic Dei, ut gygas
vel leo seipsum ultus est in utrosque. Iulius Caesar qui continuis bellis orbem terrarum
sibi subiugarat, a senatoribus Romanis in ipso Capitolio Romano proditione ac pugioni-
bus confoditur. Arthurus etiam regum totius Britanniae rex praenobilis et fama nun-
quam intermoritura dignus duodecim bella contra Saxones ac Pictos gessit. In quorum
primo fusus fugatusque erat ex proditione in civitate Llwyd Coet quae et Llwyn Llwyt
dicitur. At in reliquis de Saxonibus < > subditorum suorum oppressoribus poenas dig-
nas sumpsit, cui ne seni quidem resistere potuerunt.” For discussion, see Life of Gruffudd,
ed. Russell, p. 48.
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The line of argument is essentially that all great men are brought down by
treachery, as this is the only way they can fall. The triad of great men with
whom Gruffudd is compared unites the worlds of the Old Testament, Rome,
and Britain: Judas Maccabaeus, Julius Caesar, and Arthur. The reference to the
last of these is almost certainly dependent on Geoffrey, as the DG B is the earli-
est surviving source to present a narrative of the fall of Arthur as a result of
treachery.*> But the biographical details relating to the other two are imported
from the Old Testament and perhaps Suetonius, respectively, although there
are plenty of sources recounting the death of Caesar. A striking feature of the
Life of Gruffudd ap Cynan is that it uses the career of Judas Maccabaeus as its
primary template for the life of Gruffudd: the various successes, setbacks, be-
trayal, and eventual triumph of Gruffudd are depicted as mirroring Judas’s ca-
reer. The parallels are not just thematic; for example, even the language of ut
gygas uel leo, “like a giant or a lion”, used twice in the Life of Gruffudd ap Cynan,
is a quotation from 1 Maccabaeus 3:3—4.#6

When Gruffudd’s chief poet, Gellan, is killed at the battle of Aberlleiniog,
the author claims he lacks the skills of a Cicero or Homer to recount the deeds
of Gruffudd in the way that Gellan would have done:

With what variety of knowledge, with what splendour of eloquence
should he have been, he who could narrate the famous deeds of Gruffudd
and his achievements in Wales, Ireland, and the subject isles of Denmark,
and among various other peoples; I freely admit that I do not have that
ability, nor indeed would I be equal to such a great task even if I had the
power of the eloquence of Tullius in oratory or I could defeat Homer in
formal <verse>.*”

The claim reaches back into classical literature to find the parallels which he
cannot match.

Although the Life of Gruffudd ap Cynan was composed in Wales, it allows us
to get a sense of how a contemporary writer, with a similar background and

45  The use of the spelling “Merlinus” in Life of Gruffudd §8/1, ed. Russell, pp. 58-59, instead
of a form based more closely on Welsh “Myrddin’, may also have been taken over from
Geoffrey.

46 Life of Gruffudd §§14/14 and 18/8, ed. Russell, pp. 64—65, 70-71.

47  Life of Gruffudd §23/17, ed. Russell, pp. 76—77: “Quanta scientiarum varietate, quanto elo-
quentiae splendore perpolitum esse oporteret qui Griffini egregia facinora, res praeclare
gestas in Cambria, Hibernia, insulis Daniae subiectis, aliisque diversis nationibus enarra-
re posset; ingenue fateor deesse mihi facultatem, immo nec tanto oneri posse esse parem,
si vel soluta oratione Tullii eloquentia pollerem, vel adstricta < > Homerum vincerem.”
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training as Geoffrey’s, would be working; it has the added advantage of not
being a text Geoffrey could have used, though it does look as if the author of
the Life may have been one of the earliest users of the p6B. The combination of
particular phrases, such as in parietem mingentem, “pissing against a wall’, and
ore gladii, “at sword-point”, together with strong narrative parallels, seem to
have allowed an audience to settle into a familiar world of heroic struggle, but
one in which genealogical links were important and everyone was ultimately
related. In some respects, the allusions of the Life of Gruffudd ap Cynan are
closer to those in the First Variant Version than the vulgate, though that might
reflect its slightly later date of composition, but at any rate it can reassure us
that for narrative compositions of this period what we find in the 6B was not
out of the ordinary, even if perhaps more allusive.

4 Some Specific Questions

The general question posed above as to why we would expect to find classi-
cal and biblical allusions has so far been given a general answer. But there are
more specific reasons as well to expect these parallels.

First, we might consider the narrative (and in some instances the manu-
script) context. As noted above, the narrative of the DG B is explicitly a continu-
ation of Dares Phrygius’s The Fall of Troy. But Aeneas is a marginal figure in the
DGB, lasting for all of five lines in the standard edition (1.vi.48-52), and per-
haps for very good reasons; unlike the usual version of the fall of Troy involving
the wooden horse and so on, Dares depicts Aeneas as the traitor who lets the
Greeks in.*® Dares ends at that point (and so Geoffrey effectively begins) with
a catastrophic act of treachery. This would not be the last treacherous act in
the pGB, and more specifically it is difficult to believe that the depiction of
Vortigern as the king who let the English into Britain does not owe something
to the Aeneas of Dares. Furthermore, as Julia Crick has noted, 27 manuscripts
of Geoffrey’s DGB (out of a current total of 224 manuscripts) are preceded
by a text of Dares.#9 At a later stage, in the Welsh versions of Geoffrey, Brut y
Brenhinedd (“History of the Kings”), a frequent collocation of texts is Ystorya
Dared (Dares), Brut y Brenhinedd (DGB), and Brut y Tywysogyon (“History of
the Princes”, the medieval Welsh continuation of Geoffrey in annalistic form).

48  Dares Phrygius, The Fall of Troy §XL1, ed. F. Meister, Daretis Phrygii. De excidio Troiae his-
toria, Leipzig, 1873; while not the form of the story used by Virgil (for obvious reasons), a
similar narrative is suggested in the opening of Livy’s History of Rome (i.1).

49  Crick, DR, pp. 37-39.
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Manuscript context then is one way to establish the kind of thematic connec-
tions between texts which would give rise to borrowings between them.

We should also consider what little we might know about Geoffrey’s edu-
cation. There is much we do not know, but it is highly likely that in the late
uth and early 12th century the young Geoffrey would have been brought up
at school on versions of the so-called Liber Catonianus; the contents varied
somewhat over time but invariably contained the text called Disticha Catonis
(“Distichs of Cato”) which consisted of a series of moralizing instructions. This
evidence gives us some indication of what being well read amounted to. For
our purposes, one section is particularly illuminating:

If by chance you were to want to learn about the cultivation of the land,
read Virgil ... If you desire to know about the Roman and Punic wars, you
should seek out Lucan who spoke of warfare. If loving pleases you in any
way, or by reading it pleases you learn to love, seek out Ovid.5°

It may not strike us as odd that Virgil is prescribed for reading on agriculture,
when the tending of the land was an inherently political activity, but we might
have thought that he would have been on the reading-list for war as well. But
Lucan is recommended for war and especially for Romana ... et Punica ... bella,
presumably for the Punic wars and the Civil War, though there is no evidence
that he wrote anything about the former; parts of his Civil War, however, are
set in Africa and that may have given rise to the confusion.5! Finally there is
Ovid for love. We may ask where the prose writers are to be found, but it is
likely that what we have here is a reading list for an education in verse rather
than all their reading. All three authors appear in some shape or form in the
DGB; while Virgil and Lucan would not be surprising, given the subject matters
and themes, the presence of Ovid is striking. But we perhaps have to recall
how many passages there are where the driving force behind the action is a
man’s desire for a woman, e.g. Silvius and a niece of Lavinia, Uther and Igerna,
Vortigern and Rowena, and so on; no doubt the image of Helen as a catalyst of

50 Distichs of Cato, ed. M. Boas, Disticha Catonis recensuit et apparatu critico instruxit Marcus
Boas, Amsterdam, 1952, p. go: “Telluris si forte velis cognoscere cultus, Virgilium legito ...
Si Romana cupis et Punica noscere bella, Lucanum quaeras, qui Martis proelia dixit. Si
quid amare libet, vel discere amare legendo, Nasonem petito.” On the Distichs of Cato, see
also P. Russell, Reading Ovid in Medieval Wales, Columbus, 2017, pp. 218—20, 223.

51  Punicus here should be taken to refer to North Africa rather than more specifically to
Carthage; a significant element of Lucan’s poem is set in Africa.
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war lies behind some of this, as is the Dido and Aeneas episode, but there is
certainly Ovidian passion built into the narrative as well.52

A striking example of Ovid’s presence is in the VM (in addition to the al-
lusion in the prologue®3) where a messenger to Merlin in his mountain-top
hideaway seeks to soothe Merlin’s complaint by singing a lament about
Guendoloena, Merlin’s wife, and Ganieda, his sister: “One for a brother, one for
a husband weeps.”>* By the reference to cum modulis cithare, “by the notes of
his lute”, we are reminded at once of Tityrus under his tree.>5 At one point the
laments of the two women are compared to the lamentations of Dido (when
abandoned by Aeneas), of Phyllis (when Demophoon never returns), and of
Briseis (at potentially losing Achilles):

So once Sidonian Dido mourned, when the fleet weighed
anchor and Aeneas hastened on his way.

So once poor Phyllis sighed and wept

when Demophoon failed his appointed hour.

So Briseis cried, Achilles lost.56

All three figure in Ovid’s Heroides, “letters which provide a female critique of
male heroism through passionate protests about the men’s betrayal and aban-
donment of their lovers”57 Clarke observes that “these examples of womanly
sorrow are in fact all different from Guendoloena’s case and from one anoth-
er, but it does not matter.”>® However, it is not clear how different they are; it
rather depends of the degree of magnification with which they are scrutinized.
The common denominator is the loss of a man, husband, lover, or brother:

52 The sources for the female characters in Geoffrey are generally understudied; for studies,
which are more interested in the contemporary context, and their treatment in later re-
workings of Geoffrey, cf. F. Tolhurst, Geoffrey of Monmouth and the Feminist Origins of the
Arthurian Legend, New York, 2012; id., Geoffrey of Monmouth and the Translation of Female
Kingship, New York, 2013.

53  See above pp. 72—74.

54 VM, 1. 170-97; quotation is VM, 1. 187: “Hec fratrem flet et illa virum.”

55 VM, 1. 166, ed. Clarke; the translation is mine, as Clarke’s rendering “by strumming on the
guitar” creates quite the wrong impression; cf. Parry’s translation: “with cadences on the
cither”, Parry, The Vita Merlini, p. 41.

56 VM, 1l 191—-95: “Non secus indoluit Sidonia Dido solutis / classibus Enee tunc cum proper-
aret abire. /| Cum non Demophoon per tempora pacta rediret / taliter ingemuit flevitque
miserrima Phillis. / Briseis absentem sic deploravit Achillem.”

57 Tolhurst, Geoffrey of Monmouth and the Feminist Origins, p. 119; see Ovid, Heroides V11, 11,
111 respectively, ed. and trans. G. Showerman (rev. J.P. Gould), Ovid Heroides and Amores,
2nd ed., Cambridge, MA, 1977.

58 VM, ed. Clarke, p. 138.
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Aeneas was (in Roman eyes) married to Dido before he left her in Carthage;
Demophoon seems to have been married to Phyllis but never came back;
Briseis’s main concern is that in his sulk Achilles will not do anything about
getting her back and may go off home to Greece and leave her behind, but im-
plicit in this is the audience’s knowledge that he will be killed by Hector. At this
point Guendoloena and Ganieda have no sense of an outcome and so one way
of reading these exempla is that they are covering all possible options.

So far we have been considering the context of the composition of the 6B
and have drawn attention to the importance of drawing parallels between
events in Britain and in the classical and biblical worlds. In that respect, the
synchronisms are of particular importance. Throughout the early books and
occasionally thereafter, Geoffrey provides synchronisms between what is hap-
pening in Britain and elsewhere, typically (and, where relevant) in Troy, Greece,
Rome, and the biblical world (both Old and new Testament). For example:

At that time the priest Eli was ruling in Judaea and the Ark of the
Covenant had been captured by the Philistines. The sons of Hector were
ruling in Troy after the descendants of Antenor were exiled. In Italy there
ruled the third of the Latins, Silvius Aeneas, the son of Aeneas and the
uncle of Brutus.5®

At that time King David was ruling in Judaea, Silvius Latinus was king
in Italy, and Gad, Nathan and Asaph were prophesying in Israel.5°

At that time Solomon began to build the Lord’s temple in Jerusalem,
where the queen of Sheba came to hear his wisdom, and Italy Silvius Alba
was succeeded by his son Silvius Epitus.5!

At that time lived the prophets Isaiah and Hosea; and Rome was
founded on April 21st by the twins Romulus and Remus.52

In his reign was born Our Lord Jesus Christ, whose precious blood re-
deemed the human race, bound beforehand in the chains of idolatry.63

59  DGB,i.22.506-09: “Regnabat tunc in Iudaea Heli sacerdos et archa testamenti capta erat a
Philisteis. Regnabant etiam in Troia filii Hectoris, expulsis posteris Antenoris. Regnabat in
Italia Siluius Aeneas, Aeneae filius, auunculus Bruti, Latinorum tercius.”

60  DGB, ii.27.91-92: “Et tunc Dauid rex regnabat in Iudaea et Siluius Latinus in Italia et Gad
Nathan et Asaph prophetabant in Israel.”

61  DGB, ii.28113-15: “Tunc Salomon coepit aedificare templum Domino in Ierusalem et
regina Saba uenit audire sapientiam eius, et tunc Siluius Epitus patri Albae in regnum
successit.”

62  DGB, il.32.283-85: “Tunc Ysaias et Osea prophetabant et Roma condita est .xi. kl Mai a
geminis fratribus Remo et Romulo.”

63  DGB,iii.64.275-77: “In diebus illis natus est dominus noster Iesus Christus, cuius precioso
sanguine redemptum est humanum genus, quod anteacto tempore daemonum catena
obligabatur.”
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At that time the apostle Peter, after founding the church of Antioch,
came to Rome, became its bishop and sent the evangelist Mark to Egypt
to preach the text of his gospel.64

The synchronisms occur very frequently in Book 11; there are none in Book 111,
and only two in Book 1111, marking the birth of Christ and the establishment
of Peter as bishop of Rome. At the end of Book 1111, Geoffrey states that he has
left the Christian mission in Britain to Gildas and he will focus on the history of
the Britons. The first of these synchronisms seems to be adapted from Historia
Brittonum, and it may be that this encouraged Geoffrey to add further synchro-
nisms to his narrative.5 It is also noteworthy that the synchronisms peter out
at much the same point as does Geoffrey’s interest in reign-lengths and how
the kings are related.®¢ In other words, by this point the p6B has gradually be-
come more inward-looking and less concerned with the world beyond Britain,
though, as emerges in the narrative, that world will not leave Britain alone. But
the point of these synchronisms seems to be to mark narrative stages and what
is happening elsewhere (and industrious readers could have collated them
with copies of the various chronicles they may have had to hand). Not only,
therefore, does it give the audience a sense that Britain was part of that wider
world, but it created an expectation that matters in Britain might turn out in
a similar way. The high frequency of such synchronisms in Book 11, especially
26-32, is noteworthy, and creates a sense of events elsewhere moving very
quickly; but it is a period where we see the early kings of Rome (all Brutus’s
relatives, in fact) synchronized with Saul, David, Solomon, and the prophets.
But back home, Britain is not missing out; as we shall discuss below, Ebraucus
is producing offspring from numerous wives at a biblical rate; Leil is found-
ing Carlisle, and Rud Hudibras Shaftesbury, and a local eagle is producing its
own brand of prophecy (though not much to Geoffrey’s liking). The allusions
need not be obvious, but one only need mention the foundation of Rome by
Romulus and Remus to hint both at the dominance of Rome in the coming
narrative and at the fratricidal parallels which will be played out in Britain.

64  DGB, iiii.68.340—43: “Eodem tempore Petrus apostolus Antiochenam ecclesiam fundauit
Romamque deinde ueniens tenuit ibidem episcopatum misitque Marcum euangelistam
in Aegyptum praedicare euangelium quod scripserat.” There are further synchronisms at
DGB, ii.26.68-69, ii.26.84, ii.29.122—23, ii.30.129—30.

65  Historia Brittonum §1, ed. and trans. J. Morris, Nennius: British History and the Welsh
Annals (Arthurian Period Sources, 8), London, 1980, p. 61. I am grateful to Ben Guy for
making this and the following point to me.

66  Cf. Geoffrey of Monmouth, De gestis Britonum, trans. Thorpe, pp. 28688 for list of reign-
lengths and synchronisms.
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When Cassibellaunus celebrates a victory over Caesar, he does so with a feast
of Solomonic proportions:

Cassibellaunus, overjoyed at having triumphed for a second time, issued
an edict that all the British nobles should gather with their wives in the
city of Trinovantum to hold fitting ceremonies for their native gods, who
had granted them victory over so mighty an emperor. They came with-
out delay and slaughtered animals in various sacrifices. At these were of-
fered forty thousand cows, a hundred thousand sheep, innumerable birds
of different species and also a collection of thirty thousand woodland
beasts of every kind. After they had completed their offerings to the gods,
they refreshed themselves with the left-over food, as was the custom at
sacrifices. Then they spent the rest of the night and the following day in
various sports.5”

Feuerherd has noted that this is derived from the account of Solomon’s feast in
I Kings 8:62—63, though it has also been pointed out that the combination of
feast, sacrifices, and games reads more like a Virgilian celebration.58 Typically,
Geoffrey uses it to set the stage for civil strife: the young men fall out, lead-
ing to a breakdown in relations between Cassibellaunus and Androgeus, who
goes over to Caesar’s side and invites him back into Britain with the inevitable
result. As is often the case with Geoffrey, episodes early in the narrative find
reflexes later in the work: this great feast at which Cassibellaunus behaves like
Solomon has close parallels with Arthur’s celebration at Caerleon;®° the reigns
of neither ultimately turn out well.

67  DGB, iiii.61134—44: “Cassibellaunus autem, secundo triumphum adeptus, maximo gaudio
fluctuans edictum fecit ut omnes proceres Britanniae in urbe Trinouantum cum uxoribus
suis conuenirent debitasque sollempnitates patriis deis celebrarent, qui uictoriam sibi
de tanto imperatore concesserant. Cumque omnes postposita mora aduenissent, diuersa
sacrificia facientes occisioni pecudum indulserunt. Litauerunt ibi .xl. milia uaccarum
et centum milia ouium diuersorumque generum uolatilia quae leuiter sub numero non
cadebant, praeterea .xxx. milia siluestrium ferarum cuiusque generis collectarum. Mox,
cum diis suos honores perfecissent, refecerunt se residuis epulis ut in sacrificiis fieri sole-
bat. Exin quod noctis et diei restabat diuersos ludos componentes praeterierunt.”

68 Feuerherd, Geoffiey of Monmouth, pp. 52—55; Faral, LLA, vol. 2, pp. 153—54; Tatlock, LHB,
p- 261.

69  DGB,ix.156-57.
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5 Three Case Studies

So as to avoid a piecemeal approach to discussing the multiple allusions in
Geoffrey’s work, what follows takes the general observations made above and
applies them to three case studies. At this point we shall be less interested in
identifying direct quotations and more concerned with the bigger episodes
and structural themes, since they are more helpful in understanding how all
of this might work. The difficulty is that one is then left to fall back on a cer-
tain amount of intuition and guess-work; if we leave aside the hard proof of a
quotation, what do we have to work with that produces any kind of convincing
case? In the end it will come down to likelihoods; can it really be the case that
Geoffrey could quote (admittedly allusively and evasively at times) from, and
direct our attention to, classical authors and biblical sources and not be aware
of the bigger narrative and thematic structures into which he was reaching for
those briefer and more glancing allusions? The answer must surely be that he
could not have been. A further issue is the tendency to think in binary terms:
it is either a classical source or a biblical source? But as we have already seen,
sources can easily be both working side by side or even more closely than that;
these observations reflect an underlying unease as to whether we should be
even separating Geoffrey’s classical and biblical inheritance from his use of
other materials which themselves draw upon that same inheritance.

6 The Travels of Brutus

It has long been known that the basic narrative and geographical framework
of the b6 B Book 1 derives from Historia Brittonum §10; the short section of text
printed below encapsulates the frame of Geoffrey’s Book 1, which takes up 462
lines in the standard printed edition:7°

Aeneas founded Alba and afterwards took a wife and she bore to him a
son called Silvius. He married a wife, who became pregnant, and when
Aeneas was told that this daughter-in-law was pregnant, he sent word to
his son Ascanius, to send a wizard to examine the wife, to discover what

70 I follow the text used in Historia Brittonum §10, ed. and trans. Morris, pp. 19 and 6o.
Manuscript variants in Mommsen’s edition include Bruto and Brutus (Historia Brittonum),
ed. T. Mommsen, Chronica Minora saec. IV. V. VI. VII. Vol. 3 [Minor Chronicles of the 4th,
5th, 6th, 7th centuries, Vol. 3] (Monumenta Germaniae Historica, Auctores Antiquissimi,
13), Berlin, 1898, pp. 111—222, at p. 150. For further discussion of Geoffrey’s use of Historia
Brittonum, see Ben Guy’s chapter in the present volume.
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she had in her womb, whether it was male or female. The wizard exam-
ined the wife and returned, but he was killed by Ascanius because of his
prophecy, for he told him that the woman had a male in her womb, who
would be the child of death, for he would kill his mother and his father,
and be hateful to all men. So it happened; for his mother died in his birth,
and the boy was reared, and named Britto.

Much later according to the wizard’s prophecy, when he was playing
with others he killed his father with an arrow shot, not on purpose, but
by accident. He was driven from Italy, [...] and came to the islands of
the Tyrrhene Sea, and was driven from Greece, because of the killing of
Turnus, whom Aeneas had killed, and arrived in Gaul, where he founded
the city of Tours, which is called Turnis, and later he came to this island,
which is named Britannia from his name, filled it with his race, and dwelt
there. From that day Britain has been inhabited until the present day.”

The source of much of the detail used to fill out this account is Virgil's Aeneid,

and in particular Books 111 and 1x. The former, dramatically presented as the

second part of Aeneas’s narrative to Dido, relates Aeneas’s storm-tossed jour-

ney from Troy to Carthage by way of Thrace, Delos, Crete, and Buthrotum on

the Adriatic coast of Greece to visit Helenus, the Trojan seer. The journey is lit-
tered with confusing prophecies; the Trojans are driven in different directions
by the contradictory whims of Venus and Juno, each at different times capable
of turning Jupiter to their will. Throughout the narrative of these early books

71

Historia Brittonum §10, ed. and trans. Morris, pp.19 and 60: “Aeneas autem Albam condidit
et postea uxorem duxit et peperit ei filium nomine Silvium. Silvius autem duxit uxorem et
gravida fuit et nuntiatum est Aeneae, quod nurus sua gravida esset et misit ad Ascanium
filium suum, ut mitteret magum suum ad considerandam uxorem, ut exploraret quid ha-
beret in utero, si masculum vel feminam. et magus consideravit uxorem et reversus est.
propter hanc vaticinationem magus occisus est ab Ascanio, quia dixit Ascanio, quod mas-
culum haberet in utero mulier et filius mortis erit, quia occidet patrem suum et matrem
suam et erit exosus omnibus hominibus. sic evenit: in nativitate illius mulier mortua est
et nutritus est filius et vocatum est nomen eius Britto. Post multum intervallum iuxta
vaticinationem magi, dum ipse ludebat cum aliis, ictu sagittae occidit patrem suum non
de industria, sed casu. et expulsus est ab Italia et arminilis fuit et venit ad insulas maris
Tyrreni et expulsus est a Graecis causa occisionis Turni, quam Aeneas occiderat, et perve-
nit ad Gallos usque et ibi condidit civitatem Turonorum, quae vocatur Turnis. et postea ad
istam pervenit insulam, quae a nomine suo accepit nomen, id est Brittanniam et implevit
eam cum suo genere et habitavit ibi. ab illo autem die habitata est Brittannia usque in
hodiernum diem.” The [...] indicates a gap in the translation where Morris omitted to
render et arminilis fuit, which has admittedly defied interpretation; Mommsen notes the
manuscript variants, arminiis, armil(l)is, armimil(l)is, ariminis, armiger, and some pos-
sible but unlikely emendations (Historia Brittonum, ed. Mommsen, p. 152).
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of the Aeneid, we are constantly reminded of the Trojan diaspora, Helenus and
Andromache carried by Pyrrhus, Antenor, the founder of Padua, and so on.”
Book 1x, on the other hand, is set in Italy after they have finally landed on
the banks of the Tiber only to find the site of the future Rome already occu-
pied by a Greek king; it relates the early struggles of the Trojans to establish a
bridgehead in Italy. Book 1 of the DGB tells of the travels of Brutus after he is
sent into exile after accidentally killing his father Silvius. Brutus's journey, like
that of Aeneas, is winding and slow, with several abortive attempts to settle
before finally reaching Britain — which of course was his onomastic destiny.
Geoffrey clearly drew on these books of the Aeneid as models. The most strik-
ing episode in this respect is his encounter with the descendants of Helenus
(Aeneas’s host) who had been enslaved by the Greek king Pandrasus. One of
the interesting features both in Virgil and Geoffrey are the narrative reversals;
just as in Aeneid 1X the Trojans are at times the besieged (as at Troy), but then
on other occasions also the besiegers, so Brutus, as leader of the descendants
of Helenus, besieges and outwits the Greeks. Rather than remain with the per-
manent threat of Greek retaliation, Brutus and his men decide to leave with
Brutus accepting the offer of Pandrasus’s daughter Innogin as his wife. After a
short journey, they land at the deserted island of Leogetia, where in an aban-
doned temple of Diana, Brutus seeks guidance; she appears in a dream, and in
a verse prophecy, directs him to an insula in occeano ... undique clausa mari,
“an island in the ocean ... surrounded by the sea”.”® This passage, just like the
subsequent episode in Aquitania, combines elements from both Aeneid 111, 1X,
and elsewhere. The link with Helenus is the obvious signpost that we should
look to Aeneid 111, but the tactics of the warfare in both episodes with Trojans
combining with Greeks, and at some points behaving like them, such as the
use of deceit and trickery to overcome the enemy, a prophecy delivered on
an island, can all be paralleled in these books of the Aeneid. We can also track
details: Brutus’s growing reputation, diuulgata ... per uniuersas nationes ipsius
fama, “As Brutus’s fame spread throughout every land”, echoes Virgil’s descrip-
tion of the fame of the Trojans and their war, bellaque iam fama totum uolgata
per orbem, “wars now spread by rumour throughout the whole world”, which
Aeneas only realizes when he sees the frieze on the temple of Juno in Carthage;”*
Silvius’s love for a niece of Lavinia, furtiuae ueneri indulgens, “indulging a se-
cret passion”, by which Brutus was conceived, is described in the same terms as

72 M. Hurley, Geoffrey of Monmouth, New York, 1994, pp. 14-18.

73  DGB,116.306.

74 DGB, 1.7.75—76; Virgil, Aeneid i.457, ed. R.A.B. Mynors, P. Virgili Maronis Opera, Oxford,
1969.
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Dido’s contemplated love for Aeneas.” Some of the most striking connections
are made, as it were, in transit: as Brutus and his men sail through the western
Mediterranean (though the geography is hazy to say the least), they encounter
Corineus, a descendant of Antenor, who plays a crucial role in the settlement
of Britain; in the Aeneid, Venus uses Antenor as an example of a Trojan who
was permitted to settle elsewhere, unlike Aeneas, who was still being hounded
by Juno.”® They also encounter Achaemenides in Sicily, who was abandoned by
Ulysses in the escape from the cave of the Cyclops.”” All these cross-references
and parallels form part of an intricate weaving together which ties Brutus and
the Britons into a bigger story.

One final aspect of the Virgilian flavor is reflected in an interest in onomas-
tics: when Brutus finally lands in Britain,

Brutus names the island Britain after himself and called his followers
Britons. He wanted to be remembered for ever for giving them his name.
For this reason the language of his people, previously known as Trojan or
‘crooked Greek’, was henceforth called British.”®

Both country and language are to be named after Brutus. In this erasure of
the onomastics of Troy, there is an echo of Aeneid x11.819-40 where Juno, fi-
nally acknowledging defeat, still insists, with Jupiter’s grudging agreement, on
the name and language of Troy being effaced. But throughout the pGB, just
as in the Aeneid, there is an interest in the causality of onomastics: Corineus :
Cornwall; Turnus (nephew of Brutus, but echoing Aeneas’s rival in Italy) : Turo
(Tours); Troia Nova : Trinovantum; Lud : London; the sons of Brutus, Locrinus,
Albanactus, Camber : Loegria, Albania, Cambria respectively, etc. Onomastic
explanations of this kind were ubiquitous in Geoffrey’s world (and we would
not necessarily need to seek a model elsewhere) but they are particularly com-
mon in the origin-legends of the Aeneid; for example, the explanation of the

75  DGB, i.6.54; Virgil, Aeneid iva7i, ed. Mynors. We might also note that this is one of the
many ways in which Brutus prefigures Arthur; both are presented as the product of a “fur-
tive love”.

76  DGB,i17.329-30; Virgil, Aeneid i.241-49, ed. Mynors.

77  Ongiants, see below, pp. 94—98.

78  DGB,i21.459-62: “Denique Brutus de nomine suo insulam Britanniam appellat sociosque
suos Britones. Volebat enim ex diriuatione nominis memoriam habere perpetuam. Vnde
postmodum loquela gentis, quae prius Troiana siue curuum Graecum nuncupabatur,
dicta fuit Britannica.” On “crooked Greek’, see Hurley, Geoffrey of Monmouth, pp. n-12,
and Ben Guy in this volume, pp. 39—40.
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name of Latium as where Saturn “lay hidden” (latuisset, Aeneid vi11.322—23);7°
and the names of the noble families of Rome as derived from the eponymous
heroes listed in the catalogue of Italian heroes in Aeneid v11.640-814.

7

The Passing of Kings and Old Testament Models for “Regime
Change”

Given the geographical range and narrative context, the primary frame of ref-

erence for the DB Book 1 is unsurprisingly Virgilian, and no more surprising

are the Old Testament models which come to the fore in Books 11-111 where
the succession of pre-Roman kings is narrated. Old Testament kings are usually
defined by their heroic stature and courage, their fertility, and their ambitious
urban planning. As Feuerherd noticed, the depiction of Ebraucus, which is a
composite of Saul, David, and Solomon, does this and more:8°

79

8o

81

By his twenty wives Ebraucus fathered twenty sons and thirty daughters
and ruled the kingdom of Britain with great energy for sixty years. His
sons were named Brutus Greenshield, Margadud, Sisillius, Regin, Morvid,
Bladud, Iagon, Bodloan, Kincar, Spaden, Gaul, Dardan, Eldad, Iuor,
Cangu, Hector, Kerin, Rud, Assarach, Buel; the names of his daughters
were Gloigin, Innogin, Oudas, Guenlian, Gaurdid, Angarad, Guenlodee,
Tangustel, Gorgon, Medlan, Methahel, Ourar, Mailure, Kambreda, Ragan,
Gael, Ecub, Nest, Chein, Stadud, Gladus, Ebrein, Blangan, Aballac,
Angaes, Galaes (in her day the most beautiful woman in Britain or Gaul),
Edra, Anor, Stadiald and Egron. Ebraucus sent all his daughters to Italy
to Silvius Alba, who had succeeded Silvius Latinus. There they wedded
Trojan nobles, whom the Latin and Sabine women refused to marry. His
sons, led by Assaracus, took ship to Germany, where with Silvius Alba’s
help they subdued the inhabitants and conquered the kingdom.5!

JJ. O'Hara, True Names. Vergil and the Alexandrian Tradition of Etymological Wordplay,
Ann Arbor, 1996, pp. 207-08. For the use of names in Roman poetry, see O'Hara, True
Names, pp. 66—73 on proper names, and 115—242 for a catalogue of the etymological word-
play in the Aeneid, and the essays in J. Booth and R. Maltby (eds.), What's in a Name? The
Significance of Proper Names in Classical Latin Literature, Swansea, 2006.

Feuerherd, Geoffrey of Monmouth, pp. 36—39. We may note too that this paragraph is
wrapped around with synchronisms referring to these kings; see above, pp. 84-86.

DGB, ii.27.95-108 (the following Latin quote omits the lists of names): “[sc. Ebraucus]
[g]enuit etiam .xx. filios ex uiginti coniugibus quas habebat nec non et .xxx. filias reg-
numgque Britanniae .Ix. annis fortissime tractauit. Erant autem nomina filiorum eius ...;
nomina autem filiarum ..., Galaes (omnium pulcherrima quae tunc in Britannia siue in
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Furthermore, like any self-respecting Old Testament king, Ebraucus had ter-
ritorial ambitions not only in Britain, where he founded York (eponymously
Kaerebrauc) and Dumbarton, but most of his sons went off and conquered
Germany. He also sent his daughters off to marry the Trojans in Italy quorum
cubilia et Latinae et Sabinae diffugiebant, “wWhom the Latin and Sabine women
refused to marry”, thus side-stepping the tale of the rape of the Sabine women.32
But, like all sensible rulers of Britain, Ebraucus was careful to maintain links
with Europe, and the effect of such European integration is, of course, that
everyone who then comes back to Britain, whether the Romans or the English
(and later the Bretons), is genetically related. So even when Geoffrey is in Old
Testament mode, he is careful not abandon the other strands of the narrative.

Not all reigns are explored in such detail. Variation of pace is characteristic
of Geoffrey’s style. After the long slow narrative of King Lear, in the passage
which follows, we run through six generations in as many lines, beginning with
the death of Cunedagius, briefly pausing to record (but not to dwell upon)
some Old Testament plagues, bloody rain and flies, before slowing for another
thematically significant moment:

When Cunedagius finally died, he was succeeded by his son Rivallo, a
peaceful and fortunate youth, who ruled the kingdom well. While he
was king, it rained blood for three days and people died from a plague
of flies. He was succeeded by his son Gurgustius; next came Sisillius,
next lago, Gurgustius’s nephew, then Kinmarcus, Sisillius’s son, and fi-
nally Gorbodugo. He had two sons, called Ferreux and Porrex. When
their father grew old, they quarrelled about which ones of them should
succeed to the throne. Porrex felt the greater desire and tried to kill his
brother Ferreux by setting an ambush, but the latter discovered the plot
and escaped his brother by crossing to France. Aided by the French king,
Suhardus, he returned to fight his brother, In the battle Ferreux and all
the troops with him were killed. Their mother, named Iudon, was greatly
angered by the news of the death of one of her sons and came to hate the
other, whom she had loved less. She burned with such fury over Ferreux’s
death that she desired to take revenge on his brother. Waiting until he
was asleep, she and her serving women fell upon him and tore him to

Gallia fuerant), ... Has omnes direxit pater in Italiam ad Siluium Albam, qui post Siluium
Latinum regnabat. Fuerunt ibi maritatae nobilioribus Troianis, quorum cubilia et Latinae
et Sabinae diffugiebant. At filii duce Assaraco fratre duxerunt classem in Germaniam et
auxilio Siluii Albae usi subiugato populo adepti sunt regnum.”

82 DGB, ii.27.106.
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pieces. For a long time after that, civil strife troubled the people and the
kingdom was ruled by five kings, who inflicted defeats on one another.83

One of the major themes of the DG B involves brothers falling out over the king-
ship and the inevitable descent into civil war (civilis discordia) which follows.34
Here Ferreux and Porrex fall out in time-honored fashion. Whether we see the
model for this as Cain and Abel, other Old Testament examples, Romulus and
Remus, or simply Geoffrey’s own experience of 12th-century Britain (where es-
pecially in Wales royal siblings were always in dispute), the message is that this
is the way it was and always will be, and the consequences are never good.85
Here we also have a maternal strand to the narrative with their mother Iudon
and her maid-servants conspiring to dismember Ferreux.86 The consequence
is civil war, which thematically takes us back into the world of Lucan.

But all is not lost. The last episode of Book 11 ushers in Dunuallo Molmutius,
who is depicted as a Solomonic figure, fearless in battle and wise in peace.
Once he has gained control and quelled the civil strife, he sets about handing
down laws to the Britons, and generally rules like Solomon.87 But there are
other echoes in this episode as well: in the midst of the battle against Rudaucus
and Staterius, Dunuallo dresses 600 of his men in enemy armor and succeeds

83  DGB,ii.33.286—304: “Postremo defuncto Cunedagio successit ei Riuallo filius ipsius, iuue-
nis pacificus atque fortunatus, qui regnum cum diligentia gubernauit. In tempore eius tri-
bus diebus cecidit pluuia sanguinea et muscarum affluentia homines moriebantur. Post
hunc successit Gurgustius filius eius, cui Sisillius, cui Iago Gurgustii nepos, cui Kinmarcus
Sisillii filius, post hunc Gorbodugo. Huic nati fuerunt duo filii, quorum unus Ferreux, alter
Porrex nuncupabatur. Cum autem pater in senium uergisset, orta est contentio inter eos
quis eorum in regno succederet. At Porrex, maiori cupiditate subductus, paratis insidiis
Ferreucem fratrem interficere parat. Quod cum illi compertum fuisset, uitato fratre trans-
fretauit in Gallias sed usus auxilio Suhardi regis Francorum reuersus est et cum fratre
dimicauit. Pugnantibus autem illis, interfectus est Ferreux et tota multitudo quae eum
comitabatur. Porro mater eorum, cui nomen erat Iudon, cum de nece filii certitudinem
habuisset, ultra modum commota in odium alterius uersa est. Diligebat namque illum
magis altero. Vnde tanta ira ob mortem ipsius ignescebat ut ipsum in fratrem uindicare
affectaret. Nacta ergo tempus quo ille sopitus fuerat, aggreditur eum cum ancillis suis
et in plurimas sectiones dilacerauit. Exin ciuilis discordia multo tempore populum af-
flixit et regnum quinque regibus summissum est, qui sese mutuis cladibus infestabant.”
On this passage, see Faral, LLA, vol. 2, pp. 115-17; on the (rejected) possibility that the
plague of bloody rain may derive from William of Malmesbury, see Feuerherd, Geoffrey of
Monmouth, pp. 44—46.

84  Feuerherd, Geoffrey of Monmouth, pp. 16, 21.

85  Tatlock, LHB, p. 383; cf. 2 Samuel 5:13—14, 1 Kings 11:1, 3 (Feuerherd, Geoffrey of Monmouth,
Pp- 36-39):

86  For other powerful mothers in the DGB, cf. iii.41 (Tonwenna), iii.47 (Marcia), vi.io7
(Merlin’s mother).

87  Feuerherd, Geoffrey of Monmouth, pp. 39—44.
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in turning the tide of the battle, but timens ne a suis opprimeretur, “appre-
hensive of being killed by his own men’, he changes his armor back again.88
Tausendfreund has noted the parallel with an episode in Aeneid 11.386-437
where Aeneas and his men change into enemy-armor: “dolus an uirtus quis in
hoste requirat?” “‘deceit or valour, who would ask in battle?”” shouts Coreobus.8?
In the Aeneid, however, dolus is always associated with Greeks and not with
Trojans (who are course Romans-to-be);°° the wooden horse is described as
a dolus;*! the trickery of Sinon is characterized as uersare dolos, “employing
tricks”;%2 and the gifts of the Greek should rightly be viewed with suspicion:
aut ulla putatis dona carere dolis Danaum? “or do you think that any gifts from
the Greeks are free from deceit?"92 The Trojans, of course, fall for it and, as in
the episode where they change arms, it all goes wrong; Trojans simply cannot
do dolus. In the p6B Book 11.34, Dunuallo’s concern is probably well-placed; as
a genetic Trojan he is not well-equipped for this, and as a wise king he knows
when to stop.

8 Giant-Killing as a Civilizing Process

In the two preceding sections we have argued that it is possible to identify a
primary source for the episode, whether classical or biblical, but it is important
not to rule out influences and echoes from elsewhere. Not all instances are so
easy to disentangle.

When Brutus received his traveling directions from Diana in the form of a
verse-prophecy on the island of Leogetia, Britain is described as:

Brutus, to the west, beyond the kingdoms of Gaul,
lies an island of the ocean, surrounded by the sea,
an island of the ocean, where giants once lived,
but now is deserted and waiting for your people.
Sail to it ...94

88  DGB,ii.34.320; cf. Tausendfreund, Vergil und Gottfried von Monmouth, p. 50.

89  Virgil, Aeneid ii.390, ed. Mynors.

go  Cf. Virgil, Aeneid ii.152, ed. Mynors: “dolis instructus et arte Pelasga’, “well trained in the
Greek art of deceit”; Virgil, Aeneid ii.252, ed. Mynors: “Myrmidonum dolos”, “the tricks of
the Greeks”.

91 Virgil, Aeneid ii.264, ed. Mynors.

92 Virgil, Aeneid ii.62, ed. Mynors.

93  Virgil, Aeneid ii.43-43, ed. Mynors.

94  DGB, 116.305-12: “Brute, sub occasu solis trans Gallica regna / insula in occeano est un-
dique clausa mari; / insula in occeano est habitata gigantibus olim, / nunc deserta qui-
dem, gentibus apta tuis. / Hanc pete ...”
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It turned out, as often is the case with prophecies in Geoffrey (and also in
Virgil), that matters were not so clear-cut; on their arrival in the promissa in-
sula, it emerges that the prophecy was premature and that some giants did still
exist. However, as soon as they were cleared out into the mountains (repertos
gigantes ad cauernas montium fugant, “and (sc. after) driving off to mountain
caves any giants they came upon”®), the proper civilization and cultivation
of Britain could begin. The expulsion of giants, apparently throwbacks to an
earlier age, seems to have been regarded as a necessary preliminary to the es-
tablishment of civilization.9 In the distribution of territory in Britain, how-
ever, Corineus, never one to step back from a fight with a giant, was allocated
Cornwall, where there were more giants still on the loose than anywhere else.
These giants turn up at Totnes, Brutus’s landfall in Britain, to gatecrash a feast;
they were all eventually killed except for their leader, who was captured so
that Corineus could fight him. Predictably the giant was defeated at Corineus’s
hands, who hurled him off a cliff, which was then named after him.%7 There is
nothing overly remarkable about any of that except that the giant went by the
striking name of Goemagog. For Geoffrey’s audience that name would certain-
ly have brought to mind the Old Testament names Gog and Magog, the names
of a people and a place associated with hostility to the Jews:%8

And I shall send a fire on Magog, and among them that dwell carelessly in
the isles: and they shall know that I am the Lord.%®

And when the thousand years are expired, Satan will be loosed out of
his prison, and will go out to deceive the nations which are in the four
quarters of the earth, Gog, and Magog, to gather them together in battle,
whose number is as the sand of the sea.10°

95  DGB,i.21.456-57.

96  Onthe notion of giants being things of the past, see also DB, viii.129—30 (the Stonehenge
narrative), during which it is asked how the stones got to Ireland in the first place; the
inevitable answer is that they were brought from Africa by giants (D6, viii.129.244-45).
For discussion of Geoffrey’s giants in a broader context, see W. Stephens, Giants in Those
Days: Folklore, Ancient History, and Nationalism, Lincoln, NE, 1989, pp. 39—40; J.J. Cohen,
Of Giants: Sex, Monsters, and the Middle Ages (Medieval Cultures, 17), Minneapolis, 1999,
pp- 29—42; V.I. Scherb, “Assimilating Giants: the Appropriation of Gog and Magog in
Medieval and Early Modern England”, jMEMS 32 (2002), 59—84, at pp. 65-68.

97 DGB, 1.21.466—-89.

98  Cf. Hurley, Geoffrey of Monmouth, pp. 18, 83-84, 91-92.

99  Ezechiel 39:6: “Et immittam ignem in Magog, et in his qui habitant in insulis confidenter:
et scient quia ego Dominus”; we may also note that they are located in insulis.

100 Revelation 20:7-8: “Et cum consummati fuerint mille anni, solvetur Satanas de carcere
suo, et exibit, et seducet gentes, quae sunt super quatuor angulos terrae, Gog, et Magog, et
congregabit eos in praelium, quorum numerus est sicut arena maris.”
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While Gog is not specifically described as a giant, Genesis report that giants
were regarded as throwbacks, but by interbreeding had been reduced to viri
famosi, “men of renown”:

There were giants on the earth in those days; and also after that, when the
sons of God came in unto the daughters of men, and they bore children
to them, they were the mighty men of old, men of renown.!0!

The immediate reaction, then, of Geoffrey’s audience would probably have
been to interpret these giants in biblical terms, and as another feature which
tied Britain to the world of the Old Testament.

But other giants were also available for comparison and to be overcome. We
have seen already how aspects of the Arthurian episode in the later books of
Geoffrey echo earlier narratives, for example, the “furtive” love by which Brutus
was conceived, or Ebraucus’s great feast. Arthur, too, had his giants to fight en
route to meeting the army of Lucius Hiberius. On hearing that a giant had ar-
rived from Spain at Mont-Saint-Michel and was terrorizing the locals, he goes
off to dispatch it single-handed.1°? As such, it has all the elements of the en-
counter between David and Goliath (1 Samuel 17) and was presumably intend-
ed to call aspects of that encounter to mind. However, the general tone of the
battle and, in particular, the blinding of the giant, the destruction of boats with
boulders, and the devouring of captives alive, would all have suggested anoth-
er hero-giant encounter: that between Ulysses and the Cyclops, Polyphemus,
probably most easily accessible to Geoffrey and audience through the Aeneid.1%3
This is recounted to Aeneas in Sicily by Achaemenides, a survivor of Ulysses’
expedition, and has already been mentioned as an example of how the new
and old worlds were tied together in Virgil.1°* However, while Aeneas and
Ulysses, in the different layers of this story, succeed in making their escape,
Arthur goes one further and kills the giant. Almost as an afterthought, Geoffrey
has Arthur refer to another encounter with a giant, Ritho on Mount Aravius,
who had a propensity not only for killing his opponents but also for making a
cloak out of their beards.

There are, then, classical as well as biblical resonances to these encoun-
ters with giants. Two further classical giants and their opponents seem to be

101 Genesis 6:4: “gigantes autem erant super terram in diebus illis postquam enim ingressi
sunt filii Dei ad filias hominum illaeque genuerunt isti sunt potentes a saeculo viri famosi.”

102 DGB,x.165.

103 Virgil, Aeneid iii.599-683, ed. Mynors.

104 See above, pp. 88—91
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relevant here as well. Aeneid vi11 opens with Aeneas being given a guided tour
of the site of the future Rome. As one part of that tour, Evandrus relates the
story of how Hercules, on the way back from Spain with the cattle of Geryon,
fought and dispatched the half-human, half-beast Cacus, who had been terror-
izing the locality.l°> Here again giants are depicted as throwbacks (Cacus is a
son of Vulcan) and as obstacles to civilized development; their extermination
is required, especially if a hero like Hercules happens to be on hand to carry
it out. We may dwell briefly on Aeneid vii1 and the presence of Hercules in
the Roman epic. Later in the book, Aeneas is shown into Evandrus’s cottage,
where Hercules also stayed while getting rid of Cacus.%¢ Aeneas is invited to
sit in the cottage, and the implication is that we are to see Aeneas as a sec-
ond Hercules bringing safety and civilization to the Rome-to-be. If we accept
this reading, we can see a network of implications developing which would
allow an alert learned reader of the pGB to link Hercules with Aeneas, Aeneas
with Brutus, Brutus with Arthur, Arthur with Corineus, and now finally Arthur
with Hercules.

Hercules also figures in another giant-killing episode, this time in Lucan,
which arguably has a closer link to Geoffrey’s concerns. Book 1v of Lucan’s Civil
War deals with the campaigns in Libya, and in this section Lucan takes the op-
portunity to present a range of narratives on items of local interest. One such
episode involves Hercules’ encounter with Antaeus and their great battle. After
a long struggle (depicted as if between two oiled wrestlers), which Hercules
looks likely to lose, he realizes that Antaeus, whose mother was Terra, was gain-
ing renewed energy and strength from contact with the earth.1°7 So he picked
up Antaeus and held him off the ground until he died: morientis in artus |
non potuit nati Tellus permittere uires, “Earth could not direct strength into the
limbs of her dying son.”1%8 Again Hercules, by removing a local trouble-maker,
allowed civilization to flourish. For our purposes, however, there is a significant
detail in this narrative. We might wonder whether the image of Antaeus being
held off the ground until he died has influenced the depiction of Goemagog
lifted off the ground by Corineus before being projected off the cliff.199 As is
often the case with these kinds of parallels, there are no obvious verbal paral-
lels, simply a parallel image which might, in the minds of some of the audi-
ence, conjure up the death of Antaeus dangling from Hercules’ arms.

105 Virgil, Aeneid viiiigo—275, ed. Mynors.

106 Virgil, Aeneid viii.358-69, ed. Mynors.

107 Lucan, The Civil War iv.599-660, ed. Housman and trans. Duff.
108 Lucan, The Civil War iv.650-51, ed. Housman and trans. Duff.
109 Cf. Faral, 14, vol. 2, p. 88.
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Again as with other suggestions of this type, it is difficult to be precise, but
the treatment of giants as an obstacle to civilization in the DGB is consistent
with what we see both in classical and biblical sources. To what extent Geoffrey
was influenced by these different episodes is impossible to gauge, but it is un-
likely that his depictions are entirely independent, nor is it surprising to see
him using classical and biblical allusions in the same episode. Erich Poppe has
noted a similar case in his discussion of the Middle Irish Imtheachta Aeniasa
(“The Wandering of Aeneas”) where the main model is, of course, the Aeneid,
but where at one point a Virgilian allusion gives way to a biblical allusion about
swords being turned into ploughshares.!

9 Allusion and Evasion

A substantial industry has grown up over the years in spotting quotations in
Geoffrey from classical and biblical sources. Some of the earlier works, such
as those by Tausendfreund and Feuerherd (and occasionally Faral), moved
beyond a phrasal analysis to consider parallels to particular episodes.!! At
various points, scholars have noted, with varying degrees of frustration and
puzzlement, how difficult it is to identify Geoffrey’s sources. An early comment
in this regard was by Feuerherd:

Auf den ersten Blick konnte es befremdend erscheinen dafd der Geistliche
Galfredus Monumetensis in seiner verhiltnismissig umfangreichen
Darstellung nicht 6fter das alte Testament anfithrt. Doch glaube ich, daf§
es Absicht des Chronisten war. Er wollte es seine Leser nicht merken las-
sen, dafd er seine Historia der Geschichte der Juden nachschrieb.112

Feuerherd’s remarks were directed at Geoffrey’s use of biblical sources, but
could easily be rephrased to apply more generally to his use of sources. As

110 E. Poppe, “Imtheachta Aeniasa and its Place in Medieval Irish Textual History”, in
R. O’Connor (ed.), Classical Literature and Learning in Medieval Irish Narrative (Studies in
Celtic History, 34), Woodbridge, 2014, pp. 25-39, at pp. 27—28.

111 Tausendfreund, Vergil und Gottfried von Monmouth, pp. 16-50; Feuerherd, Geoffrey of
Monmouth, pp. 24-8s5; Faral, LLA, vol. 2; Tatlock, LHB was more concerned with themes
to the extent that his discussion and annotating of sources tended to be patchy and
scattered.

112 Feuerherd, Geoffrey of Monmouth, p. 15: “At first sight it might appear odd that the cleric
Geoffrey of Monmouth in his comparatively rich presentation does not often quote from
the Old Testament. But I think this was the intention of the chronicler. He did not wish his
readers to notice that he was modelling his work on the history of the Jews.”
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noted above, Geoffrey does not make life easy for us, only emphasized by the
fact that the First Variant Version tends to give its audience a slightly easier
ride.l® Geoffrey’s evasiveness in this regard has long been recognized. In dis-
cussing the Goemagog episode, Faral remarks that it is not that Geoffrey is at-
tempting to conceal his sources that is interesting, but rather that it is so easy
to see through him:

Mais ces emprunts, rélativement trés nombreux, Geoffrey a pris grand
soin de les dissimuler. Il ne se souciait pas qu'on reconnait ses larcins
ni quon découvrit chez lui les traces des légendes dont I'immixtion a
son récit ne pouvait que compromettre la reputation d’auteur véridique
a laquelle il prétendait. Aussi, tout en empruntant, a-t-il systématique-
ment déformé, faisant, par exemple, de I'lle de Gyaros un devin Gérion ...
Toutefois, ses artifices n'ont pas suffi a cacher son jeu; s'il pille, on le prend
souvent sur le fait ... §'il allegue des authorités, son imposture est souvent
manifeste: ... Et I'on a si vite fait de le connaitre, que ses précisions af-
fectées, ces nombres soigneusement determinés, 600 hommes ici, 2,000
hommes la, n'ont pas d’'autre résultat que de rendre plus apparents ses
déguisements systématiques.!'#

Faral returned to the same theme later in a more general way:

113
114

Sa lecture était vaste; mais il en a porté le poids avec aisance, sans ja-
mais étre l'esclave de ses auteurs, et c'est pour cette raison qu'il est sou-
vent si délicat de determiner ses sources. Beaucoup des épisodes de son
roman ont de I'analogie avec des themes historiques ou légendaires con-
nus de nous et qu'il a sans doute connus lui-méme; mais son imagination
a cueilli, transformé et adapté avec tout de dexterité, que ses emprunts
sont souvent difficiles a dénoncer. Quand il a transcrit littéralement tel
ou tel passage pris a autrui, il semble l'avoir fait par affectation, comme

See above, pp. 75—76.

Faral, LL4, vol. 2, p. 92: “But as for these relatively numerous borrowings, Geoffrey took
great care to conceal them. He did not worry if anyone recognized his or if anyone caught
him out mixing together parts of legends in his narrative even though it could only com-
promise the reputation he was claiming as a truthful author. Also, in all his borrowings,
he would systematically distort them, creating, for example, a divinity Gerion out of the
island of Gyaros.... All the same, his tricks were not sufficient to conceal his game; if he
plunders, he is caught at it, ... if he claims authority, his bogus claim is often clear: ... And
one soon gets to know that his affected precision, his carefully precise numbers, 600 men
here, 2000 men there, only have the effect of making his systematic concealments all the
more apparent.”
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pour rendre manifeste qu'il n'inventait pas: ailleurs, quand il le voulait,
méme s'il inspirait des auteurs les plus vénérables, Virgile ou d’autres, il
savait rester libre et forger lui-méme son expression.!>

Tatlock’s discussion, on the other hand, does not engage directly with these
issues; since his discussion is more thematically based, they only surface spo-
radically, but even then Geoffrey’s propensity for evasion is noted: “as so often,
Geoffrey warily paraphrases his borrowing”;!'6 “here, as usually, Geoffrey’s
literary reminiscences are merely vague and disguised.”!” The irritation with
Geoffrey and almost a hand-wringing despair are evident in a comment toward
the end of his work: “useless to guess where Geoffrey got the idea”.!!8

The source-hunting and text-combing will no doubt go on and continue to
give rise to further expressions of frustration and imputations of culpability
against Geoffrey. But there is an underlying question that is never really ad-
dressed: why does Geoffrey make his audience work so hard? Now this ques-
tion may be approached in a number of different ways. One is hinted at in
one of Faral's comments quoted above where he observes that Geoffrey seems
unbothered by the fact that one can see through his disguises even though
that might compromise his claim to be writing history. The point is in part that
Geoffrey’s sense of writing history involves reference to earlier sources, but at
the same time those sources themselves indulge in imaginative digressions
and reconstructions. One particular instance of this is the use of imaginary
speeches often just before battles, or, an extension of this device, the exchange
of imaginary correspondence, the rhetorician’s sermocinatio ! This has been
part of the historian’s tool box from Herodotus and Thucydides onwards and

115 Faral, LLA, vol. 2, p. 398: “His reading was vast; but he carried its weight with ease, without
ever being slave to his authors, and it is for that reason that it is often so tricky to establish
his sources. Many episodes of his story bear an analogical relationship with the historical
and legendary themes known to us, and he doubtless knew them himself; but his imagi-
nation has gathered them in, transformed and adapted them with such dexterity that his
borrowings are often difficult to identify. When he has literally transcribed this or that
passage from somewhere, he seems to have done so for show, as if he was making it clear
that he had not made it up; elsewhere, when he wanted, even if inspired by the most
venerable authors, he knew how to remain free and to craft his own expressions.”

116 Tatlock, LHB, p. 260, n. 14.

117 Tatlock, LHB, p. 342, n. 127.

118 Tatlock, LHB, p. 390.

119 See H. Lausberg, Handbook of Literary Rhetoric, trans. M.T. Bliss et al., Leiden, 1998,
pp- 366-69, at p. 366: “the fabrication — serving to characterize natural (historical or in-
vented) persons — of statements, conversations, and soliloquies or unexpressed mental
reflections of the persons concerned”.
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is liberally exploited by Geoffrey. The classical antecedents for such speeches
would have been clear for him (his model very probably being Sallust, whom
he quotes on several occasions), as also would have been the implied license
to create one’s own; a subtle nod toward them is offered in Hoelus’s reply to
Arthur’s speech rejecting Lucius Hiberius’s demand for tribute in which he de-
scribes Arthur’s deliberatio as Tulliano liquore lita, “soaked in Cicero’s honey”.120
That the accumulation of speeches in the bGB was seen as characteristic of
Geoffrey’s presentation is suggested by the fact that one distinguishing feature
of the First Variant Version is the removal or reduction of some of the speeches
found in the vulgate 12! If then we view Geoffrey’s treatment of his classical and
biblical models in the light of how he uses speeches, it may not be so surprising
that a precise tracking and accounting of sources and quotations is not always
possible. Furthermore, it is not clear that Geoffrey was necessarily intending a
precise and identifiable references on all occasions; a glancing partial quota-
tion (or even not textual reference at all) may have been all that was needed to
direct his audience to the model (or models) he had in mind. As has been ar-
gued above, his general aim seems to have been to present the travels of Brutus
and the settlement of Britain as emanating from, and forming part of, the same
world as depicted in the sources with which he and his audience would have
been very familiar. In sum, we may have simply to accept that Geoffrey was
often being very vague.

Another approach, which may perhaps prove more satisfying, is to think
about the kind of rhetorical training which Geoffrey would have received in
the late 11th and early 12th centuries. It has generally been thought that rhetori-
cal training went through significant changes in the 12th century, but Geoffrey’s
training is likely to have been more “old-school” where ideas of imitatio and
aemulatio figured significantly.’?2 While imitatio was an important element
in rhetorical training, slavish imitation was only acceptable at an elementa-
ry stage, and aemulatio was the goal: to go beyond simple imitation to cre-
ate something new but still based on the respected models.?3 However, that
connection to the model may well be disguised and dependent on the knowl-
edge of the audience to make the links and to appreciate the subtlety of the

120 DGB, ix.160.483-84.

121 First Variant Version, ed. Wright, p. xxxix (Wright's category H).

122 There is a problem of talking about rhetorical training in the late n1th century and early
12th century; while the 12th century may have been a period of renewal, most rhetorical
studies are very silent on the preceding century.

123 Conte, Rhetoric of Imitation, pp. 32—39. On imitatio and aemulatio, see R. Copeland and
L. Sluiter (eds.), Medieval Grammar and Rhetoric. Language Arts and Literary Theory,
AD 300-1475, Oxford, 2009; Lausberg, Handbook of Literary Rhetoric, pp. 483-85, 499.
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approach. An interesting and potentially revealing illustration of these tech-
niques can be found in the central books of Macrobius’s Saturnalia in which
this highly literary discussion turns to Virgil’s debt to Homer.!24 The crucial
point for our purposes here is the concept of the “well-disguised imitation”:

... sometimes he conceals the imitation of his model so that he changes
only the arrangement of the passage he has borrowed and makes it seem
like something else.125

Those who know the texts well enough can see past the aliud videri, “the fact
that it seems like something else”, and gain added value; for those who can-
not, Virgil provides entertainment and interest enough anyway. Slightly later
in the same discussion, Macrobius is more explicit and suggests that part of
being scrupulosus et anxius, “thorough and painstaking”, was to disguise one’s
sources:

... for just as our poet’s learning was thorough and painstaking so was it
well-disguised and as it were covert to the extent that it is hard to recog-
nize the sources for many of his borrowings.!26

This strand of antique literary criticism runs more deeply; the theme of making
things look other than they are, with the emphasis on ideas of dissimulation
and secrecy so that the audience can take pleasure in seeing through the veil, is
also found in a comment by the Elder Seneca who seems to be offering us the
exception that proves the rule: in a discussion of Ovid’s borrowing of Virgilian
phrases, it is proposed that Ovid liked the phrases so much that he made it
clear that it was a borrowing: non subripiendi causa sed palam mutuandi, hoc
animo ut vellet agnosci, “not for the sake of stealing but of open borrowing,

124 For discussions of this passage, see S. Hinds, Allusion and Intertext: Dynamics of
Appropriation in Roman Poetry, Cambridge, 1998, p. 25, and B. Miles, Heroic Saga and
Classical Epic in Medieval Ireland, Woodbridge, 2001, pp. 143—-44.

125 Macrobius, Saturnalia va6.2, ed. J. Willis, Ambrosii Theodosii Macrobii Saturnalia, 2nd ed.,
Leipzig, 1970: “interdum sic auctorem suum dissimulanter imitatur, ut loci inde descripti
solam dispositionem mutet et faciat velut aliud videri.”

126 Macrobius, Saturnalia va8., ed. Willis: “... fuit enim hic poeta ut scrupulose et anxie, ita
dissimulanter et quasi clanculo doctus, ut multa transtulerit quae unde translate sint dif-
ficile sit cognita.” On the sense of dissimulanter in these passages, see Hinds, Allusion and
Intertext, pp. 23—24.
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with the intention of having it recognized”!?” The point here, it seems to me, is
that, while Ovid was pleased to be seen alluding to Virgil, he was more evasive
about his allusions to other authors.

As Brent Miles puts it in a recent work on the adaptation of classical epic in
medieval Ireland, “the intention was to vary the imitation enough for the source
not to be obvious without the exercise of the reader’s/hearer’s erudition.”28
This is not just an issue for the transmission and adaptation of classical and
biblical sources in medieval literature (where sometimes one also has to deal
with adaptation into the vernacular). Strategies of intertextuality, the adaption
of, or allusion to, the work of one classical author by another, has always at-
tracted critical attention from the scholia on Homer and Servius’s commentary
on Virgil onwards. But, as Hinds has argued in his exemplary study, “[sc. This]
is a relationship between author and reader which can involve indirection as
much as direction, concealment as much as revelation.”’?® He argues that in
many instances it is difficult to discern the precise links amidst the “noise” of
intertextual echoes, and “it will be more important to affirm the existence of
a shared discourse than to classify the individual voices which make up that
discourse.”3% Applied to Geoffrey’s use of classical and biblical sources, such
an approach would encourage us first to acknowledge the existence of that dis-
course (and that seems clear from Geoffrey’s prologue onwards) and then ex-
plore it in a range of different ways. Just as Hinds shows that the precision of an
allusion can be illusory when the broader range of verbal echoes are brought
to bear,'3! so with Geoffrey we know so little of the chronologically intervening
material that we cannot be sure whether he is alluding to a classical or bibli-
cal source directly or whether he had encountered it in a different context, or
indeed whether he is doing all these things at the same time.

The nature of Virgil's debt to Homer has been characterized in a well-known
metaphor, dating from the late antique period as “snatching the club from
Hercules"132 The general import of the metaphor has to do with the quality

127 Seneca the Elder, Suasoriae 3.7, ed. M. Winterbottom, The Elder Seneca, Declamations:
Controversiae and Suasoriae, 2 vols., Cambridge, MA, 1974, vol. 2, pp. 544—45; see also
Hinds, Allusion and Intertext, p. 23, where he takes this as a “reference” rather than as an
“allusion” and as functioning as a “guarantee of the author’s integrity”. On the significance
of subripiendi here, see below.

128 Miles, Heroic Saga and Classical Epic, p. 144.

129 Hinds, Allusion and Intertext, p. 25.

130 Hinds, Allusion and Intertext, pp. 50—5L

131 Cf the examples discussed in Hinds, Allusion and Intertext, pp. 26—51.

132  For discussion in an Insular context and on the metaphors associated with subripere and
extorquere, see A. Burnyeat, ““Wrenching the club from the hand of Hercules’: Classical
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and process of the reproduction of epic material. As we have argued, Geoffrey’s
debt to his classical and biblical sources in the DGB is pervasive but multifari-
ous: not only did he inter alia snatch a club from Hercules, but he also stole a
sling from David, a shield from Aeneas, and ideas of kingship from Solomon
and of civil war from Lucan. In doing so he did his best to conceal his efforts
and leave his audiences to work it out for themselves.

Models for Medieval Irish compilation”, in O’Connor (ed.), Classical Literature and
Learning, pp. 196—207.



CHAPTER 3
Geoffrey of Monmouth and the English Past

Rebecca Thomas

Geoffrey does not grant much space to the English in the De gestis Britonum. In
one respect, this is unsurprising: Geoffrey’s history extends back to the origins
of the Britons in Troy, spending a significant amount of time in pre-Roman
Britain, and as such the English enter the narrative rather late in the day. Even
after their arrival, however, the English do not appear in the way which we
might expect. The traditional narrative of the development of the English
kingdoms, pioneered by sources such as Bede’s Ecclesiastical History and the
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, and accepted and reproduced by many of Geoffrey’s
contemporary Anglo-Norman historians, has no place in the p6B. With his
strikingly different version of events, Geoffrey certainly cannot be accused of
lacking originality in his treatment of English history. The way in which he
approached this subject is highly significant not only for our understanding of
his attitude toward the English, but also for the composition of the DB more
generally.

There was no shortage of contemporary historians writing of the English
past, such as Henry of Huntingdon, the first version of whose History of the
English, with which Geoffrey was most likely familiar, was completed by 1130.
Henry presents us with a conventional account of English history, drawing
heavily on Bede and the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.! Hengist and Horsa arrive in
Britain in 449, and after recounting their dealings with the Britons, Henry pro-
ceeds through the various other Saxon settlers of the 5th and 6th centuries.
Battles between them and the Britons are often recorded, and it is only after
noting the foundation of the kingdom of Wessex in 519 and the 17-year rule of
King Cerdic that Henry inserts a brief account of King Arthur, drawn mainly

1 Diana Greenway notes that about 25 per cent of History of the English derives from Bede,
about 40 per cent from the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle: Henry of Huntingdon, History of the
English, ed. and trans. D. Greenway, Henry, Archdeacon of Huntingdon: Historia Anglorum.
The History of the English People, Oxford, 1996, p. Ixxxv. Greenway also discusses the relation-
ship between History of the English and De gestis Britonum, see pp. ci—ii, civ and 24, n. 35.
On Henry’s presentation of the English past, see . Campbell, “Some Twelfth-Century Views
of the Anglo-Saxon Past’, Peritia 3 (1984), 131-50, at pp. 134—35 (repr. in id. (ed.), Essays in
Anglo-Saxon History, London, 1986, 209—28). On the question of Geoffrey’s familiarity with
Henry’s work, see also Tatlock, LHB, pp. 5 and 34.
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from the gth-century Historia Brittonum.? After Arthur we return to a narra-
tion of the establishment of the various English kingdoms and their relations
with each other in the 6th century. Henry dedicates a book to the conversion
of the English, drawing heavily on Bede to recount Augustine’s mission and the
activities of the Christian kings of 7th-century Northumbria. Moving beyond
Bede, his narrative continues to track the fate and fortune of English kings and
their kingdoms down to the Norman Conquest.

Henry’s more conservative narrative helps us see just how different and
inventive Geoffrey’s history is. Where Henry tracks the development of the
English kingdoms, Geoffrey relates a period of British supremacy. The DG B tran-
sitions from the arrival of Hengist and Horsa to the dominance of the British
kings Aurelius Ambrosius, Uther Pendragon, and Arthur. Arthur is followed by
a series of British kings (drawn from Gildas’s The Ruin of Britain) who are all
successful in subduing the Saxon threat, until Kareticus, weakened by civil war,
is defeated by an African army in alliance with the Saxons. It is only at this
point that the Saxons gain the largest part of the island, which Geoffrey calls
Loegria, and the Britons retreat to Cornwall and Wales. Geoffrey then relates
the conversion of the English by Augustine before proceeding with an account
of the 7th century, which is, once more, largely a period of supremacy for the
Britons. The British king Cadwallon controls all territory south of the Humber,
a dominance which is only brought to an end when a plague forces his son
and successor, Cadwaladr, to flee the island. The plague, Geoffrey stresses, also
brings the Saxons to their knees, but once it passes, the survivors send word to
their homeland, and a second migration results in the establishment of their
supremacy over the island. Geoffrey ends by naming Zthelstan (893/4-939) as
the first Saxon king to rule Loegria.

Where, then, are the English in the b6B? When is England? The period
from the arrival of Hengist and Horsa in the 5th century to the conversion
of Northumbria and the successes of its kings in the 7th century is rewrit-
ten as a period of British dominance. The establishment of the English king-
doms painstakingly related in Henry’s History of the English has no place in
Geoffrey’s work. While English kings and kingdoms do feature in Geoffrey’s
account of the 7th century, their success is halted by the military might of
Cadwallon: the Northumbrian and Mercian kings are subsidiary characters,
rulers only with his blessing. Indeed, in this section of the DB, Northumbria
and Mercia aside, Kent is the only other English kingdom to be mentioned,
and this purely in the context of Augustine’s mission. Indeed, there is no need
to refer to any other kingdom: all territories south of the Humber are allegedly

2 Henry of Huntingdon, History of the English ii.18, ed. and trans. Greenway, pp. 98-101.
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under British overlordship. The period from the 7th century onwards is sim-
ply absent, summarized in the statement that Athelstan was the first to rule
Loegria. Geoffrey’s account of English history thus effectively jumps from the
7th century to the 10th.

This is more than simply a tongue-in-cheek re-writing of a traditional narra-
tive. R. William Leckie, Jr. has illustrated how, through his re-casting of events,
Geoffrey succeeds in postponing the passage of dominance over the island
of Britain from the Britons to the Saxons.? Thus, while Hengist and Horsa are
undoubtedly important figures in the narrative, their arrival in 449 does not
mark the beginnings of a gradually increasing English supremacy. With tales of
Arthur and his successors, Britain, in Geoffrey’s narrative, does still very much
belong to the Britons. It is only after the death of Cadwaladr in the late 7th
century that dominance begins to pass to the English, a process completed,
according to Geoffrey, by Athelstan’s reign in the 10th century.# The p6B thus
offers a dramatic alternative to the traditional narrative of the history of early
medieval Britain.

What purpose Geoffrey harbored in constructing this alternative vision
of British history is a contentious issue. It has been suggested that the s
served as a legitimization of Norman power in Britain and was perhaps intend-
ed to warn the Anglo-Normans of Geoffrey’s day of the dangers of disunity.?
Conversely, Geoffrey has been labelled pro-British in his sympathies. Thus,
John Gillingham has argued that the D6 B sought to combat the view, common-
place in the works of Anglo-Norman historians such as Henry of Huntingdon
and William of Malmesbury, that the Britons were barbarians, and links this
agenda to the political significance of the Welsh in the 1030s, which was height-
ened by the rebellion of 1136—38 and the subsequent alliance with Robert of
Gloucester.5 As will be discussed further in this chapter, Geoffrey can certainly
be charged with constructing a narrative of the English past that is more favor-
able to the Britons than the accounts found in any of his sources or in the work
of his contemporaries. However, the complexity of the connection between

3 RW. Leckie, Jr., The Passage of Dominion: Geoffrey of Monmouth and the Periodization of
Insular History in the Twelfth Century, Toronto, 1981.

4 Leckie, Passage of Dominion, pp. 59—71.

5 F. Ingledew, “The Book of Troy and the Genealogical Construction of History: The Case
of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia regum Britanniae”, Speculum 69:3 (1994), 665—704, at
pp- 681-88; P. Dalton, “The Topical Concerns of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum
Britannie: History, Prophecy, Peacemaking, and English Identity in the Twelfth Century”,
Journal of British Studies 44:4 (2005), 688-712; Leckie, Passage of Dominion, p. 57.

6 ]. Gillingham, “The Context and Purposes of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History of the Kings of
Britain”, Anglo-Norman Studies 13 (1990), 99-18 (repr. in id. (ed.), The English in the Twelfth
Century: Imperialism, National Identity and Political Values, Woodbridge, 2000, 19-39).
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Geoffrey’s historical Britons and the Welsh of his own day makes it difficult
to link this attitude to a clear political agenda. The Welsh may be the descen-
dants of the historical Britons, but, according to Geoffrey, they are degenerati,
“unworthy successors”, who have lost both their name and their claim to the
whole of Britain through civil strife.” Consequently, that Geoffrey’s narrative
favors the Britons at certain points does not necessarily translate to support for
the contemporary Welsh.

As Monika Otter has noted, that evidence can be found in the DGB to sup-
port such a wide range of potential motivations “is surely indicative of a pur-
pose beyond simply taking sides in contemporary political struggles”® While
not dismissing the indications that Geoffrey does, on occasion, show sym-
pathy toward the Britons, Otter argues that, ultimately, the text ought to be
understood as a parody in that it takes the same form as other medieval his-
tories, but provides new content which conflicts with these previous works.?
The referentiality that governs the writing of William of Malmesbury and
Henry of Huntingdon, namely, the grounding of their histories in perceived
historical reality which is accessed through the works of earlier writers, does
not concern Geoffrey. Thus, under the cover of following his alleged source
material (Britannici sermonis librum uetustissimum, “a very old book in the
British tongue”), he produces an original and inventive narrative of English
history.1°

This does not, however, mean that Geoffrey simply ignores all other ac-
counts of English history. What is striking about the DB is that, while pro-
ducing a dramatically different version of events, Geoffrey is nonetheless in
constant dialogue with works such as Bede’s Ecclesiastical History. It is clear
from the broad outline of the work sketched above that Geoffrey does diverge
from his sources in key respects. However, this issue requires assessment in

7 DGB, xi.207.598. For a more detailed discussion of the relationship between the Welsh,
Cornish, and Bretons and Geoffrey’s historical Britons, see Ben Guy’s contribution in this
volume.

8 M. Otter, “Functions of Fiction in Historical Writing”, in N. Partner (ed.), Writing Medieval
History, London, 2005, pp. 109—30, at p. 120.

9 Otter, “Functions of Fiction”, pp. 119—20; ead., Inventiones: Fiction and Referentiality in
Twelfth-Century English Historical Writing, Chapel Hill, 1996, pp. 79-80. See also V.1J. Flint,
“The Historia Regum Britanniae of Geoffrey of Monmouth: Parody and Its Purpose.
A Suggestion”, Speculum 54:3 (1979), 447-68.

10  DGB, Prologus 2.9-10; Otter, Inventiones, pp. 79—83. For further discussion of the relation-
ship between history, truth, and fiction in the 12th century, see M. Kempshall, Rhetoric
and the Writing of History, 400-1500, Manchester, 2011, esp. pp. 428—41, and in the context
of Geoffrey of Monmouth specifically, see RM. Stein, Reality Fictions: Romance, History,
and Governmental Authority, 1025-180, Notre Dame, 2006, pp. 106—25.
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a more specific context. To this end, the following examination will focus on
two key parts of Geoffrey’s narrative: the coming of the Saxons in 449 and the
relations between the Britons and the kingdoms of Northumbria and Mercia
in the 7th century. I will consider what sources Geoffrey was using, and how
he adapted these sources to depict the English in a certain way. I have thus far
focused on Geoffrey’s treatment of the English in the DGB, but there is some-
thing also to be said about their appearance in the VM. Here, Merlin proph-
esies the overthrow of the Britons by the Saxons until they are driven back
by an alliance of Scots, Welsh, Cornish and Bretons.!! This prophecy, which is
heavily reliant on the Welsh prophetic poem Armes Prydein Vawr (“The Great
Prophecy of Britain”), is considered elsewhere in this volume, and consequent-
ly discussion of the VM in this chapter will focus on Merlin’s account of the
interaction between the Britons and Saxons in the time of Vortigern.? While
the presentation of the English in the DB is the main avenue of investigation
here, their treatment in the VM will be considered where relevant.

The term “Anglo-Saxons” is conventionally associated with the period of in-
creasing ties between the kingdoms of Mercia and Wessex in the gth century
and thereafter.!® Asser, in his Life of King Alfred, for example, refers to King
Alfred as Anglorum Saxonum rex, “king of the Anglo-Saxons”, and the term is
frequently employed in charters of the 10th century.!* In modern scholarship it
is frequently used as a term to describe the English peoples before the Norman
Conquest. It is not, however, a term used in Geoffrey’s work. For his account of
the 7th century he does occasionally employ the term Angli, “English”. Scholars
have noted that this usage is confined to the period after Augustine’s mission,
and consequently may reflect the increasing influence of Bede’s Ecclesiastical
History on Geoffrey’s work.!> However, for the most part, Geoffrey refers to the
kings and peoples of specific kingdoms, for example, Mercii, “the Mercians’,
and Northamhimbri, “the Northumbrians”. For the period prior to Augustine’s
mission, Geoffrey consistently uses Saxones, “the Saxons”. Thus in the follow-
ing discussion I will either refer to specific kingdoms, or will follow Geoffrey in
referring to the Saxons.

11 VM, 1L 959-75. Cf. DGB, Prophetiae 115.110-16.

12 See Ben Guy’s contribution to this volume.

13 For a summary of the evidence see S. Keynes, “Anglo-Saxons, Kingdom of the’, in
M. Lapidge, J. Blair, S. Keynes and D. Scragg (eds.), The Blackwell Encyclopaedia of
Anglo-Saxon England, 2nd ed., Chichester, 2014, p. 40.

14  Asser, Life of King Alfred, ed. WH. Stevenson, Asser’s Life of King Alfred. Together with the
Annals of Saint Neots, Oxford, 1959, p. 1, Dedication.

15 N. Wright, “Geoffrey of Monmouth and Bede”, AL 6 (1986), 2759, at p. 34; Tatlock, LHB,

p-19.
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1 The Coming of the Saxons

Our first surviving source to recount the coming of the Saxons to Britain is
Gildas’s The Ruin of Britain, a text with which Geoffrey was certainly familiar.16
Geoffrey makes particular use of Gildas’s complaint against the five tyrant kings
to create a succession of British monarchs to succeed Arthur.'” Neil Wright has
illustrated Geoffrey’s practice of borrowing passages from Gildas’s account of
the coming of the Saxons and placing them elsewhere in his narrative — to
fashion his account of the defeat of the British king Ceredig, for example.!8
For the adventus Saxonum itself, however, there were other sources to which
Geoffrey could turn, sources which, while themselves drawing on The Ruin of
Britain, had developed Gildas’s work. Most prominent among these sources
were Bede’s Ecclesiastical History and the Historia Brittonum (attributed to
“Nennius” in certain manuscripts).!®

Finishing his Ecclesiastical History in 731, Bede related the coming of the
Saxons in greater detail than Gildas, bringing the deal struck between Hengist
and Horsa and the superbo tyranno, “proud tyrant”, whom he named Vortigern,
to the fore. Developing Gildas’s criticism of the Britons, Bede stressed how they
had brought the disaster upon themselves.2? In 829 or 830 his narrative found a
challenge in the form of Historia Brittonum.?! This history of the Britons is often
viewed by scholars as a reply to Bede, mainly because the author stresses that,

16 The Ruin of Britain is conventionally dated to the first half of the 6th century, see
TM. Charles-Edwards, Wales and the Britons, 350-1064, Oxford, 2013, pp. 215-18;
D.N. Dumville, “The Chronology of De Excidio Britanniae, Book I’, in M. Lapidge and
D.N.Dumville (eds.), Gildas: New Approaches, Woodbridge, 1984, pp. 61-84. Cf. N.J. Higham,
The English Conquest: Gildas and Britain in the Fifth Century, Manchester, 1994, pp. 118—41.

17  Geoffrey records the five kings as succeeding one another, in contrast to Gildas’s narra-
tive, where the five kings are presented as contemporaries. See DGB, xi.179-86. Cf. Gildas,
The Ruin of Britain §§28-36, ed. and trans. M. Winterbottom, Gildas: The Ruin of Britain
and Other Works (Arthurian Period Sources, 7), Chichester, 1978, pp. 29—36 and 100—05.
For discussion of the impact of this alteration on Geoffrey’s narrative, see Leckie, Passage
of Dominion, p. 63.

18  N.Wright, “Geoffrey of Monmouth and Gildas”, AL 2 (1982), 1—40, at pp. 11—12.

19 For discussion of Historia Brittonum’s authorship see D.N. Dumville, “Nennius’ and the
Historia Brittonum”, Studia Celtica 10/11 (1975-76), 78—95; PJ.C. Field, “Nennius and his
History”, Studia Celtica 30 (1996), 159—65; B. Guy, “The Origins of the Compilation of Welsh
Historical Texts in Harley 3859", Studia Celtica 49 (2015), 21-56, at pp. 44—51.

20 Bede, Ecclesiastical History i1s5, ed. and trans. B. Colgrave and R.A.B. Mynors, Bede’s
Ecclesiastical History of the English People, Oxford, 1969, pp. 48—53. Cf. Gildas, The Ruin of
Britain §23, ed. and trans. Winterbottom, pp. 26 and 97.

21 For discussion of the date see D.N. Dumville, “Some Aspects of the Chronology of the
Historia Brittonum”, BBCS 25 (1972—74), 246-51.



GEOFFREY OF MONMOUTH AND THE ENGLISH PAST 111

contrary to Bede’s contention, the Britons played a key role in the conversion of
the English.2? Geoffrey was certainly familiar with Historia Brittonum: he drew
heavily upon the work for various episodes scattered throughout the pGB.
While a thorough assessment of Geoffrey’s familiarity with Historia Brittonum
is conducted elsewhere in this volume, it is important in this context to think
about the impact upon his presentation of the English.23 Crucially, in its ver-
sion of the adventus Saxonum, Historia Brittonum heaps further detail on to
the brief account provided by Bede, and also diverges from the Ecclesiastical
History at several key points.

It is immediately clear that Geoffrey favored Historia Brittonum’s account,
and that, as Edmond Faral noted, it was his principal source for this section
of the D6B.2* While there are instances where material is shared between
all three texts, Geoffrey overwhelmingly draws on the narrative provided by
Historia Brittonum. We have roughly the same events in both texts: Hengist
gaining the friendship of Vortigern and gradually summoning a greater num-
ber of Saxons to Britain; Vortigern falling in love with Hengist’s daughter; the
battles of his son Vortimer against the Saxons; and the treachery of the long
knives.?5 As Historia Brittonum’s narrative is longer and more detailed than
that offered by Bede it is perhaps unsurprising that this was Geoffrey’s chosen
source. However, it is not simply Historia Brittonum’s pattern of events which
Geoffrey borrows: he also keeps the text’s attitude toward the Britons and
Saxons and its presentation of their role in these events.

We see an example of this immediately as Geoffrey follows Historia
Brittonum in claiming that the Saxons arrived in Britain as exiles. This is in
direct contrast to the narrative provided by Gildas, Bede, and the Anglo-Saxon
Chronicle, and followed by Henry of Huntingdon and to an extent William of
Malmesbury (as discussed below), who claim that the Saxons were invited
to Britain. Bede adds that this occurred in 449, and Gildas'’s superbo tyranno,
“proud tyrant’, is named Vortigern:

In the year of the Lord 449 Marcian, forty-sixth from Augustus, became
emperor with Valentinian and ruled for seven years. At that time the race

22 See below for further discussion of the relationship between Historia Brittonum and Bede,
p. 120.

23 See Ben Guy’s contribution to this volume.

24  Faral, LA, vol. 3, pp. 215-16. Robert Hanning has highlighted the influence of Historia
Brittonum on Geoffrey’s work more generally; see R. Hanning, The Vision of History: From
Gildas to Geoffrey of Monmouth, New York, 1966, pp. 138—39.

25 A more detailed breakdown of the episodes Geoffrey draws from Historia Brittonum can
be found in Faral, L4, vol. 3, pp. 215-17.
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of the Angles or Saxons, invited by the aforementioned king [Vortigern],
came to Britain in three warships and by his command were granted a
place of settlement in the eastern part of the island, ostensibly to fight on
behalf of the country, but their real intention was to conquer it.26

While in Historia Brittonum Vortigern does later reach an agreement with
the Saxons, to begin with they are simply exiles. This is crucial as it changes
the role of the Britons in the episode, and the author’s attitude toward them:
both Gildas and Bede place the blame for the Saxon incursions firmly on the
shoulders of the Britons, with Gildas specifically noting the stupidity of the
Britons for inviting the Saxons when they already feared them.?” In Historia
Brittonum’s account this condemnation vanishes, and the Britons are rather
presented as offering the hand of friendship to the Saxons who have nowhere
else to go.

Using Historia Brittonum as a basis, Geoffrey embellishes this account to ex-
plain the reason for the exile of the Saxons: their land was overpopulated and
thus Hengist and Horsa were forced to leave to make their fortune elsewhere.
This account was in fact taken from William of Malmesbury, who, in his Deeds
of the English Kings, offered this as an explanation not only for the incursion
of the Saxons in Britain, but also the Vandals in Africa, the Goths in Spain, the
Lombards in Italy, and the Normans in Gaul.2® Robert Hanning argued that
by describing the Saxons as exiles, and by providing this detailed explanation
of their fate, Geoffrey underlines the importance of their migration: they are
not mere adventurers, but settlement founders. He notes the similarity to the
Britons, who, in both Historia Brittonum and the D6 B, had arrived in Britain as

26  Bede, Ecclesiastical History i15, ed. and trans. Colgrave and Mynors, pp. 48-51: “Anno ab
incarnatione Domini cccexlviiii Marcianus cum Ualentiniano quadragesimus sextus ab
Augusto regnum adeptus vii annis tenuit. Tunc Anglorum siue Saxonum gens, inuitato
a rege praefato, Brittaniam tribus longis nauibus aduehitur et in orientali parte insulae
iubente eodem rege locum manendi, quasi pro patria pugnatura, re autem uera hanc
expugnatura suscepit.” Cf. Gildas, The Ruin of Britain §23, ed. and trans. Winterbottom,
pp- 26 and 97; Asc E 449, The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle: a Collaborative Edition. Vol. 7: MS. E,
ed. S. Irvine, Cambridge, 2004, p. 16; Henry of Huntingdon, History of the English ii., ed.
and trans. Greenway, pp. 78—79; William of Malmesbury, Deeds of the English Kings, ed.
and trans. R.A.B. Mynors, completed by R.M. Thomson and M. Winterbottom, William
of Malmesbury: Gesta Requm Anglorum, The History of the English Kings, 2 vols., Oxford,
1998-99, vol. 1, pp. 20—21.

27  Gildas, The Ruin of Britain §23, ed. and trans. Winterbottom, pp. 26 and 97.

28  William of Malmesbury, Deeds of the English Kings i.51-3, ed. and trans. Mynors, vol. 1,
pp- 22—23. For further discussion of William'’s account, and his sources, see Faral, L4,
vol. 3, pp. 218-19.
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exiles from Troy.2® However, as noted above, the importance of the migration
of 449 is diminished in Geoffrey’s work. Indeed, a further migration, after the
plague of the 7th century, is required before the Saxons are able to gain domi-
nance over the island.3° Consequently, it is perhaps of greater significance
here that Geoffrey follows Historia Brittonum in rejecting the notion that the
Saxons were invited by the Britons, thus relieving the Britons of any blame
for their initial arrival. This is particularly significant considering that William
of Malmesbury, who is, after all, Geoffrey’s source for this explanation of the
Saxons’ exile, also includes the claim made by Gildas and Bede that the Saxons
were invited to Britain. In William of Malmesbury’s account, the Saxons are
invited exiles, while in the DGB they are simply exiles.

Geoffrey also follows Historia Brittonum in stressing the paganism of the
Saxons. As an introduction to the Saxons when they arrive in Britain, Historia
Brittonum explains that they were descended from Geta, an idol they used to
worship as God.3! While Bede and the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle recorded the
genealogy of the Saxons as far back as Woden, these texts simply listed the
names of the ancestors without further comment.32 Geoffrey not only follows
Historia Brittonum here, but also develops its account: in the DGB, Vortigern
immediately notes that he is saddened by the incredulitas, “faithlessness”, of
the Saxons.3® While Vortigern, despite this initial query, does not view their
paganism as a barrier to the forming of an alliance, it is clear that the rest of the
Britons are uncomfortable. Thus, later in Geoffrey’s narrative, the Britons ask
Vortigern to expel the Saxons from the island, as they are worried about the ex-
tent to which the Christian Britons are intermingling with the pagan Saxons.3*
This is particularly interesting in light of what Henry of Huntingdon has to say
on the matter. He also stresses the paganism of the Saxons (and reproduces
Historia Brittonum’s account of Geta), yet he focuses on how, in seeking help
from the pagan Saxons, the Britons turned their backs on God and were justly
punished as a consequence.3> In Geoffrey’s narrative, not only do the Britons
not invite the Saxons, but they are also uncomfortable with their paganism.

29  Hanning, Vision of History, p. 170.

30  Leckie, Passage of Dominion, pp. 59—71. See discussion above, p. 107.

31  Historia Brittonum (Harley 3859) §31, ed. Faral, LL4, vol. 3, pp. 2—62, at p. 23.

32 Bede, Ecclesiastical History i.15, ed. and trans. Colgrave and Mynors, pp. 5051, ASC E 449,
ed. Irvine, p. 16.

33  DGB,Vi.98.285-86.

34  DGB,Vi101.391-96.

35  Henry of Huntingdon, History of the English iia, ed. and trans. Greenway, pp. 78-79. For
discussion of how Henry presents five invasions of the island of Britain (Romans, Picts
and Scots, Saxons, Vikings, and Normans) as five punishments from God, see Henry of
Huntingdon, History of the English, ed. and trans. Greenway, p. lix; A. Galloway, “Writing
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The role of Vortigern here also merits comment. It is notable that Vortigern
accepts the paganism of the Saxons, while the rest of the Britons protest. Of
course, this focus on the actions of specific individuals is a key characteristic of
Geoffrey’s work, and has been viewed as part of a wider trend in Anglo-Norman
historical writing.36 Thus the history revolves around the actions of individuals
such as Brutus, Arthur, Vortigern, and Cadwallon. However, it is nonetheless
significant that the Britons as a group are uncomfortable with Vortigern’s ac-
ceptance of the Saxons. According to Hanning, this illustrates the “separation
of individual and nation”; the Britons are not to blame for Vortigern’s crimes.3”
This is a pattern which we can already see in Historia Brittonum, where every
decision made concerning the Saxons is presented as being Vortigern’s alone,
thus minimizing the responsibility of the Britons as a collective for the ensuing
disasters. It is Vortigern who receives the Saxons and grants them Thanet, and
Vortigern who falls in love with Hengist’s daughter and grants him the king-
dom of Kent.38 While reproducing this focus on Vortigern fits Geoffrey’s wider
preoccupation with the actions of specific individuals, it nonetheless also gives
the impression that it is Vortigern alone who is mainly to blame for the suc-
cesses of the Saxons. Geoffrey’s claim that the rest of the Britons were dissatis-
fied with Vortigern’s actions accentuates this impression.

Hanning argued that a further illustration of this disconnect between
Vortigern and the people he claimed to rule was Geoffrey’s retelling of the
treachery of the long knives.3® In Historia Brittonum, 300 unarmed British
elders (seniores) are slaughtered by the Saxons at the peace conference, and
Vortigern is the only Briton left alive.** William of Malmesbury develops
this narrative. In his account, the Britons are invited to a feast, and no men-
tion is made of them being unarmed. Hengist goads them into a fight and
all are slaughtered.*! Geoffrey, in contrast to both these accounts, focuses on
the resistance and bravery of the Britons: despite being unarmed, they fight
bravely and cause significant damage to the Saxons. He relates how Eldol, earl
of Gloucester, wards off the Saxons with a staff and eventually manages to

History in England’, in D. Wallace (ed.), The Cambridge History of Medieval English
Literature, Cambridge, 1999, pp. 255-83, at pp. 263—64.

36  Hanning, Vision of History, esp. pp. 124—44.

37  Hanning, Vision of History, p. 151.

38  Historia Brittonum §31 and 37, ed. Faral, LL4, vol. 3, pp. 23 and 27—29.

39  Hanning, Vision of History, pp. 151-52. Faral also points to this episode as an example of
Geoffrey attempting to present the Britons in a more positive light, see Faral, LL4, vol. 2,
pp- 228—29.

40 Historia Brittonum §46, ed. Faral, LL4, vol. 3, p. 34.

41 William of Malmesbury, Deeds of the English Kings 1.8.3, ed. and trans. Mynors, vol. 1,

Pp- 26—27.
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escape.*? These additions present the Britons as playing a far more active role
in the treachery of the long knives, and the victory of the Saxons as less swift
and straightforward than in Historia Brittonum’s account. On the side of the
Saxons, their treachery is lifted wholesale from Historia Brittonum. As well as
the treachery of the long knives, Geoffrey reproduces Historia Brittonum’s ac-
count of Hengist’s scheme to marry his daughter to Vortigern. Indeed, Geoffrey
quotes Historia Brittonum’s description of Hengist as a uir doctus atque astutus,
“a shrewd and cunning man’”, and copies Hengist’s speech to Vortigern claiming
his right, as his father-in-law, to advise him in all matters.*3

In relating the coming of the Saxons and their initial settlement in the island
of Britain, it is clear that Geoffrey is primarily reliant upon Historia Brittonum.
To a certain degree this is unsurprising as, of the surviving sources, it is Historia
Brittonum that provides the most detailed account of these events. However,
Geoffrey is also making a deliberate choice: he follows Historia Brittonum over
Gildas, Bede, and the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle in presenting the Saxons as exiles,
for example. In choosing Historia Brittonum’s narrative over Bede’s, which was,
as we have seen, favored by his contemporaries William of Malmesbury and
Henry of Huntingdon, Geoffrey sides, in this instance, with the account which
is most favorable to the Britons. Nor is he content to simply reproduce Historia
Brittonum’s depiction: he loads the skeletal narrative provided by his source
with additional material; but this material accentuates, rather than contra-
dicts, the attitude already present in Historia Brittonum. Geoffrey’s additions
thus stress and develop the negative characteristics of the Saxons, while in-
creasing the agency of the Britons and presenting a sympathetic view of their
dealings with Hengist and his followers.

This is not to say that Geoffrey presents a consistently favorable view of the
Britons. Influenced by Gildas, he dwells on the destructive tendency of the
Britons toward civil war, as in the PM, where Merlin prophesies that “then
the red dragon will return to its old ways and strive to tear at itself."** Indeed,
the different presentation of the adventus Saxonum in the VM illustrates the
ambiguity and complexity of Geoffrey’s motivations. The Saxons are still pre-
sented as treacherous and deceitful, doing damage to Britain through their
prodicione nefanda “black treachery” and killing the Britons at a peace confer-
ence premeditate fraude, “by calculated deceit”, but the agency granted to the

42 DGB, Vi.104—05.

43  Historia Brittonum §37 and 38, ed. Faral, LLA, vol. 3, pp. 27 and 29. Cf. DGB, vi.99.301-02
and vi.101.378-83.

44  DGB,Prophetiae, 113.56—57: “Exin in proprios mores reuertetur rubeus draco et in se ipsum
saeuire laborabit.” Cf. Gildas, The Ruin of Britain §§26—27, ed. and trans. Winterbottom,
pp- 28—29 and 98-99.
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Britons in the DGB is absent.*® Nor are the Saxons described as exiles in the VM,
with Merlin instead recounting how Vortigern, unable to withstand rebellion,
called for the assistance of foreign warriors, an account closer to that provided
by Gildas and Bede than to Historia Brittonum. Merlin continues: “Soon bands
of fighting men arrived from all over the world and he welcomed them. In par-
ticular, the Saxons sailed in in curved ships and brought their helmeted troops
to his service.”*6 The actions of the Saxons and Vortigern’s culpability take cen-
ter stage in the VM’s narrative, as illustrated by the way Merlin introduces the
account with the statement “for I have lived long and seen much - our own
folk turning on one another, and the chaos the barbarian brings.”#” Thus the
VM offers a somewhat different perspective on the adventus Saxonum to that
given in the DGB.

As noted above, Geoffrey uses the liber uetustissimus, “very ancient book”, to
provide DG B with the appearance of textual authority, to suggest that, although
his history diverges dramatically from the conventional narrative of English
history seen in the works of Bede and his contemporary Anglo-Norman histo-
rians, it is nevertheless operating within a pre-existing framework.*® However,
this did not entail a complete rejection of what had come before, as the in-
fluence of Historia Brittonum on the account of the adventus Saxonum in the
DGB illustrates. While the above consideration of the VM warns against
the view that Geoffrey had a straightforward overarching agenda to exonerate
the Britons of the past, it remains that, in recounting the adventus Saxonum
in the DGB, he follows the source most favorable to the Britons, and develops
this material to create an account which is more sympathetic still.

2 A Narrative of British Domination

As explained at the beginning of this chapter, in Geoffrey’s narrative the ad-
ventus Saxonum is followed by an account of a series of British kings who
wage war successfully against the Saxons, the most famous of these being King
Arthur. What is a period of formation and consolidation of English kingdoms

45 VM, l. 1004 and 1010-11.

46 VM, 1. 999-1002: “Mox ex diversis venerunt partibus orbis pugnaces turme, quas excip-
iebat honore. Saxona gens etiam curvis advecta carinis ejus ad obsequium galeato milite
venit.”

47 VM, 1. 979-81: “nam tempore multo vixi videns et de nostratibus in se et de barbarica
turbanti singular gente.”

48 Otter, “Functions of Fiction”, p. 120.
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in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle and Henry of Huntingdon’s Historia Anglorum
becomes a period of British domination in the DGB. In the present context it
is how Geoffrey’s narrative proceeds beyond the history of these kings that is
significant, as it once more overlaps with familiar sources. In particular, his ac-
count of the conversion of the English in the 6th century, and the subsequent
wars between the Britons, Mercians, and Northumbrians in the 7th century,
bears signs of being influenced by Bede’s Ecclesiastical History. This offers a
good opportunity to examine how Geoffrey adapted his sources in his depic-
tion of relations between the Britons and the Saxons.

This section of the DGB covers Augustine’s mission at the end of the 6th
century and the reigns of three kings of the Britons: Cadfan (fl. c¢.616—c.625),
Cadwallon (d. 634), and Cadwaladr (d. 664/682). Geoffrey tracks the pass-
ing of supremacy back and forth between these kings of Gwynedd and the
Northumbrians. There are certain episodes in this narrative which are en-
tirely unique to Geoffrey’s work, for example, Cadwallon’s flight to Brittany
to seek the help of King Salomon and the mission of his nephew, Brianus, to
kill Edwin’s augur Pellitus, whose magic was preventing the Britons from re-
turning to the island.*® There are other episodes which, it has been suggested,
may have some grounding in Welsh tradition, for example the claim made by
Geoffrey that Edwin and Cadwallon were brought up together at the court of
Cadfan of Gwynedd.>°

However, for the most part, the basis of this section of Geoffrey’s work is
Bede's Ecclesiastical History. Geoffrey uses Bede’s work as a skeleton to which
he adds further material, much like his use of Historia Brittonum discussed
above. However, while Geoffrey did not, on the whole, dramatically change
the direction and message of Historia Brittonum, here he diverges wildly from
his source. His treatment of Cadwallon serves as an introductory example of
this trend. According to Bede, Cadwallon killed a succession of Northumbrian
kings (Edwin, Osric, and Eanfrith), before he himself was defeated in battle
and killed by Oswald at Heavenfield in 634.5! In Geoffrey’s narrative, however,

49  DGB,xi193—96. For discussion of the reasons behind such additions, see Faral, Lz4, vol. 2,
p- 329.

50 N.K. Chadwick, “The Conversion of Northumbria: A Comparison of Sources”, in ead. (ed.),
Celt and Saxon: Studies in the Early British Border, Cambridge, 1963, pp. 13866, at pp. 149—
51; Charles-Edwards, Wales and the Britons, p. 389, n. 52. Cf. V. Tudor, “Reginald’s Life of
Oswald", in C. Stancliffe and E. Cambridge (eds.), Oswald: Northumbrian King to European
Saint, Stamford, CT, 1995, pp. 178-94, at pp. 182—83.

51  Bede, Ecclesiastical History ii.20 and iii.1, ed. and trans. Colgrave and Mynors, pp. 202—05
and 212-15. Historia Brittonum also records that Cadwallon was killed by Oswald, at the
battle of Cantscaul; see §64, ed. Faral, LL4, vol. 3, p. 43.
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Cadwallon was not present (and did not die) at Heavenfield. Rather the battle
is fought between Oswald and Penda of Mercia. Though Oswald is victorious
on this occasion he does not kill the Mercian king, and Penda subsequently
kills him at Burne. In Bede’s account, Penda does kill Oswald, but this happens
some time after the defeat and death of Cadwallon, at the battle of Maserfelth
(or Cocboi) in 642.52 Geoffrey’s reference to “Burne” may be an appropriation
of Bede’s Denisesburn, the name given in the Ecclesiastical History for the bat-
tle of Heavenfield. The striking point that emerges from a brief comparison
of these two narratives is that Geoffrey’s Cadwallon remains alive and active
for much longer than Bede’s account allows. Indeed, in Geoffrey’s narrative,
Cadwallon remains overlord of the Britons, Mercians, and Northumbrians
until his death from illness and old age, after reigning for 48 years.53

Of course, as Faral explained, by simply rejecting the notion that Cadwallon
and the Britons were ever fatally defeated by the Northumbrians, Geoffrey
accords his subjects a far more favorable treatment than that given to them
by Bede.>* In so doing he also naturally diminishes the achievement of the
Northumbrians. Rather than dying at Oswald’s behest, Cadwallon survives to
preside over Oswald’s death, the reign of his successor, Oswiu, and the death
of Penda, king of the Mercians. As discussed briefly already, it has long been
recognized that this extension of Cadwallon’s life, and the consequent exten-
sion of British dominance, has the impact of delaying the final victory of the
Saxons, and the passing of control of the island of Britain into their hands.
Leckie draws attention in particular to Geoffrey’s account of the agreement
between Cadfan and Athelfrith, whereby the Humber was set as the boundary
between their territories. That Cadfan, like Cadwallon after him, is described as
ruling the territories south of the Humber dismisses the significance of Saxon
settlement in the south. Moreover, while Cadwallon is initially expelled from
Britain by Edwin, his eventual victory and subsequent dominance over the
Northumbrian kings underlines the weakness of the position of the Saxons
north of the Humber. The implication is that the Britons remained a force to be
reckoned with throughout the 7th century, and indeed Geoffrey does not allow
the Saxons to gain complete control of Loegria until the reign of Athelstan in
the 10th century.55

Crucially, this diminishing of the dominance of the Saxons is not restricted
to the extension of Cadwallon’s life and reign. Cadwallon is presented as a more

52 For discussion of the location of Oswald’s death and the various place-names used see
C. Stancliffe, “Where was Oswald killed?” in Stancliffe and Cambridge, Oswald, pp. 84—96.

53 DGB, Xi.201.504—12.

54  Faral, LL4, vol. 2, pp. 331-32.

55  Leckie, Passage of Dominion, esp. pp. 66—72.
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powerful overlord than Bede’s Northumbrian kings, three of whom (Edwin,
Oswald, and Oswiu) are included in his list of kings who managed to extend
their rule over all the southern kingdoms.>¢ A brief examination of how Bede
and Geoffrey present the affairs of Mercia after the death of Penda illustrates
this point. After defeating Penda at Winwaed, Bede tells us that Oswiu gave the
Mercian kingdom to the deceased king’s son Peada. However, Peada was subse-
quently murdered, and three Mercian ealdormen, Immin, Eafa, and Eadberht,
rebelled against Oswiu, choosing another of Penda’s sons, Wulthere, as king.57
Geoffrey, in contrast, presents Cadwallon as the constant force behind the de-
velopment of events. With no mention of Peada, he presents Wulfred (Bede’s
Waulthere) as succeeding to the kingdom of the Mercians, significantly with
Cadwallon’s blessing. While Wulfred subsequently allies himself with the
Mercian leaders Eba and Edbert to rebel against Oswiu, Cadwallon orders them
to make peace.>® Geoffrey’s Cadwallon thus has a far firmer grip on events in
Mercia than Bede’s Oswiu.

The extension of Cadwallon’s life, and the consequent dramatic re-shaping
of events, is an obvious divergence from Bede’s narrative. However, Geoffrey’s
engagement with the version of the English past presented in the Ecclesiastical
History is multi-layered and in many respects subtler than his treatment of
Cadwallon might suggest. Geoffrey is in constant dialogue with Bede, and
Neil Wright has produced a thorough survey, highlighting each instance of
dependence, but also divergence.5® I will not reproduce such a list here, but
rather will focus on examining one example in detail, which will illustrate
the complexity and sophistication of Geoffrey’s response to the Ecclesiastical
History.

3 Conversion and Christian Kings

Focusing in particular on issues of conversion and Christianity allows us to
gain an insight into how Geoffrey reacts to this key plank of Bede’s work. Much
of this relates to his depiction of 7th-century kings, but it is worth starting

56  Bede, Ecclesiastical History ii. 5, ed. and trans. Colgrave and Mynors, pp. 148-51. For further
discussion, see P. Wormald, “Bede, the Bretwaldas and the Origin of the Gens Anglorum’,
in P. Wormald et al. (eds.), Ideal and Reality in Frankish and Anglo-Saxon Society, Oxford,
1983, pp. 99-129; Charles-Edwards, Wales and the Britons, pp. 426—27; S. Keynes, “Bretwalda
or Brytenwalda’, in Lapidge et al. (eds.), Blackwell Encyclopaedia of Anglo-Saxon England,
pp. 76-77.

57  Bede, Ecclesiastical History iii.24, ed. and trans. Colgrave and Mynors, pp. 294-95.

58 DGB, Xi.200.500—03.

59  Wright, “Geoffrey of Monmouth and Bede".
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by moving back to 597 and the Augustinian mission. One of Bede’s key com-
plaints against the Britons is that they shunned the duty expected of them as
Christians in refusing to assist in Augustine’s mission to convert the Saxons.
Bede relates how Augustine requested the Britons to do three things: keep
Easter at the correct date, perform the sacrament of baptism, and preach to
the Saxons. However, the Britons, believing Augustine to be proud as he had
not risen from his seat at their approach, rejected these requests, refusing also
to accept Augustine as archbishop over them.®° This appears to be the primary
reason for Bede’s negative treatment of the Britons in his Ecclesiastical History.5!
It proved to be a controversial view. As noted above, Historia Brittonum, com-
posed a century or so after Bede finished his Ecclesiastical History, appears to
present a case in defense of the Britons in claiming that Edwin of Northumbria
was baptized by a Briton, Rhun ab Urien, and that Rhun continued to bap-
tize omne genus ambronum, “the entire race of the Ambrones (sc. English)”, for
40 days.52

Wright has argued that Geoffrey also answers this charge, but rather than
following Historia Brittonum’s lead and presenting an entirely different set of
events, Geoffrey simply adapts Bede’s tale of the meeting at Augustine’s Oak
to reflect positively upon the Britons. A key part of this adaptation involves
careful attention to structure.5 Geoffrey notes Augustine’s arrival in Britain,
but then, unlike Bede, turns to provide a description of the ecclesiastical

60  Bede, Ecclesiastical History ii.2, ed. and trans. Colgrave and Mynors, pp. 134—41. While Bede
refers to Augustine as archiepiscopus, his status was more correctly that of a metropolitan
bishop, see TM. Charles-Edwards, Early Christian Ireland, Cambridge, 2000, pp. 416—20.

61 For more extensive discussion of Bede’s view of the Britons, see T.M. Charles-Edwards,
“Bede, the Irish and the Britons, Celtica 15 (1983), 42—52; W.T. Foley and N. Higham, “Bede
on the Britons”, Early Medieval Europe 17 (2009), 154—85; A.T. Thacker, “Bede, the Britons
and the Book of Samuel’, in S. Baxter et al. (eds.), Early Medieval Studies in Memory of
Patrick Wormald, Ashgate, 2009, pp. 129—47.

62  Historia Brittonum §63, ed. Faral, LLA, vol. 3, p. 43. Ambrones is normally interpreted as
a nickname for the English, meaning “robbers”, see D.N. Dumville, “The Textual History
of the Welsh-Latin Historia Brittonum’, 3 vols., unpublished PhD thesis, University of
Edinburgh, 1975, vol. 1, p. 238, n. 3. It is possible that the author of Historia Brittonum came
across the name in Gildas’s The Ruin of Britain, where it is used to describe the Picts and
the Irish, see Gildas, The Ruin of Britain §16, ed. and trans. Winterbottom, pp. 21 and 94.
For scholarship suggesting that Historia Brittonum was replying to Bede see D.N. Dumville,
“Historia Brittonum: An Insular History from the Carolingian Age”, in A. Scharer and
G. Scheibelreiter (eds.), Historiographie im frithen Mittelalter, Wien, 1994, pp. 40634,
at p. 434; NJ. Higham, “Historical Narrative as Cultural Politics: Rome, ‘British-ness’
and ‘English-ness”, in id. (ed.), The Britons in Anglo-Saxon England, Woodbridge, 2007,
pp- 68-79, at p. 76; Charles-Edwards, Wales and the Britons, pp. 446—47.

63  Wright, “Geoffrey of Monmouth and Bede”, pp. 35-36.
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organization of the British church, stressing the historic division of Britain
into three archbishoprics (York, London, Caerleon) since the conversion of
Lucius, king of the Britons, in the time of Pope Eleutherius.5* Not only does
this stress the antiquity and continuity of the British church, but it also stresses
the novelty of Augustine’s position as archbishop of Canterbury.85 Further to
this, Geoffrey focuses purely on Augustine’s desire that the Britons submit to
his authority, and preach to the Saxons, making no mention of the other two
requests (regarding the dating of Easter, and baptism) recorded in Bede. As
Augustine’s speech outlining his demands is placed immediately following the
detailed description of the organization of the British church, Geoffrey suc-
ceeds in depicting the request as somewhat unreasonable. Unreasonable, too,
the request that the Britons assist in the mission when Geoffrey prefaces the
meeting between the British bishops and Augustine with an account of how
the Britons were ravaged by the Saxons. Indeed, Abbot Dinoot, spokesman for
the Britons, replies to Augustine that the Britons could not possibly preach to
a people who were depriving them of their country.8¢ Geoffrey continues, “and
for that reason the British detested them, despising their faith and beliefs and
shunning them like dogs.”6” Wright has pointed out that this is in fact an ad-
aptation of a statement made by Bede elsewhere in his Ecclesiastical History.68
After describing the suffering inflicted upon Northumbria by the Welsh and
the Mercians, Bede claims that “indeed to this very day it is the habit of the
Britons to despise the faith and religion of the English and not to co-operate
with them in anything more than with the heathen.”6® While this statement
was formulated by Bede as an attack on the actions of the Britons, in Geoffrey’s
narrative these actions are made to seem perfectly legitimate.

Neil Wright's examination thus very clearly demonstrates how Geoffrey
carefully re-ordered Bede’s narrative, emphasizing different points and provid-
ing a very specific additional context, resulting in a more favorable depiction

64  This tradition is recorded in Historia Brittonum, and derives ultimately from the Book of
the Popes (Liber Pontificalis). For discussion see Charles-Edwards, Wales and the Britons,
pp- 322—23.

65  Wright, “Geoffrey of Monmouth and Bede’, p. 36.

66  Wright, “Geoffrey of Monmouth and Bede”, pp. 37-38.

67  DGB,xi188-89.193-95: “unde eos summon habebant odio fidemque et religionem eorum
pro nichilo habebant nec in aliquo Anglis magis quam canibus communicabant.”

68  Wright, “Geoffrey of Monmouth and Bede”, pp. 37-38.

69  Bede, Ecclesiastical History ii.20, ed. and trans. Colgrave and Mynors, pp. 204—05: “quippe
cum usque hodie moris sit Brettonum fidem religionemque Anglorum pro nihili habere,
neque in aliquo eis magis communicare quam paganis.” See also Henry of Huntingdon,
History of the English iii.33, ed. and trans. Greenway, pp. 184—85. This passage in Bede’s
Ecclesiastical History is discussed in further detail below, see pp. 123—24.
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of the Britons. What this means in this case is a neutralization of Bede’s de-
scription of the Britons as “bad” Christians. However, in this section I would
like to illustrate that Geoffrey does not confine his efforts to defend the Britons
against Bede’s charges to his account of Augustine’s meeting with the British
bishops. Rather, his preoccupation with combating Bede’s view of the Britons
as “bad” Christians influences his presentation of the events of the 7th century
more generally, as exemplified by his treatment of the conflict between the
Britons and Northumbrians.

Bede’s Northumbrian rulers are all pious Christian kings who are harassed
by the pagan Mercians. Edwin is the first Northumbrian king to be converted,
Oswald is victorious at the battle of Heavenfield after raising a cross and be-
seeching his army to kneel and pray, and Oswiu’s defeat of Penda paves the way
for the conversion of the Mercians. While, as already noted, Geoffrey dramati-
cally alters Bede’s narrative concerning these kings by extending Cadwallon’s
life and dominance, it is worth looking more closely at the difference in the
depiction of the events by the two authors. In Bede’s account, the paganism of
the Mercians is stressed. When describing the attacks on Northumbria in the
aftermath of Edwin’s death, Bede states, “Penda and the whole Mercian race
were idolaters and ignorant of the name of Christ.””° He proceeds to note that
Oswald was killed by “the same heathen people and the same heathen Mercian
king as Edwin""! His successor, Oswiu, was attacked by the heathen people,
the Mercians (pagana gente Merciorum, “the pagan Mercian people”) who had
killed his brother.”? Finally, Bede depicts Oswiu’s defeat of Penda as Christian
victory, which is followed by the conversion of the Mercians:

King Oswiu brought the campaign to a close in the district of Loidis
(Leeds) on 15 November in the thirteenth year of his reign, to the great
benefit of both peoples; for he freed his own subjects from the hostile
devastations of the heathen people and converted the Mercians and the
neighbouring kingdoms to a state of grace in the Christian faith, having
destroyed their heathen ruler.”3

70 Bede, Ecclesiastical History ii.20, ed. and trans. Colgrave and Mynors, pp. 202—03: “Penda
cum omni Merciorum gente idolis deditus et Christiani erat nominis ignarus.”

71 Bede, Ecclesiastical History iii.g, ed. and trans. Colgrave and Mynors, pp. 242—43: “... eadem
pagana gente paganoque rege Merciorum”.

72 Bede, Ecclesiastical History iii.14, ed. and trans. Colgrave and Mynors, pp. 254-55.

73 Bede, Ecclesiastical History iii.24, ed. and trans. Colgrave and Mynors, pp. 292-93:
“Hoc autem bellum rex Osuiu in regione Loidis tertio decimo regni sui anno, septima
decima die kalendarum Decembrium, cum magna utriusque populi utilitate confecit.
Nam et suam gentem ab hostile paganorum depopulatione liberauit, et ipsam gentem
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Thus not only are the Mercians depicted as pagans, but this paganism is
specifically associated with Penda. Moreover, Oswiu is presented as a glori-
ous Christian king in facilitating the conversion of a heathen people. This is of
course in contrast to the Britons, who are, according to Bede, a stubborn, proud
people who refused to preach to the Saxons. Bede’s description of Cadwallon
and the Britons is illuminating in this context. Specifically, in the aftermath of
Edwin’s death at the battle of Hatfield Chase in 633, Bede describes how the
Britons and the Mercians joined forces to terrorize the Northumbrians:

At this time there was a great slaughter both of the Church and of the
people of Northumbria, one of the perpetrators being a heathen and the
other a barbarian who was even more cruel than the heathen. Now Penda
and the whole Mercian race were idolaters and ignorant of the name of
Christ; but Ceedwalla, although Christian by name and profession, was
nevertheless a barbarian in heart and disposition and spared neither
women nor innocent children. With bestial cruelty he put all to death by
torture and for a long time raged through all their land, meaning to wipe
out the whole English nation from the land of Britain. Nor did he pay
any respect to the Christian religion which had sprung up amongst them.
Indeed to this very day it is the habit of the Britons to despise the faith
and religion of the English and not to co-operate with them in anything
any more than with the heathen.”

Interestingly, Geoffrey does not shy away from this criticism of Cadwallon; in-
deed, he incorporates Bede’s account almost verbatim. Cadwallon’s persecu-
tion of the Northumbrians is described thus in the DGB:

Merciorum finitimarumque prouinciarum, desecto capite perfido, ad fidei Chrisianae
gratiam conuertit.”

74  Bede, Ecclesiastical History ii.20, ed. and trans. Colgrave and Mynors, pp. 202-05: “Quo
tempore maxima est facta strages in ecclesia uel gente Nordanhymbrorum, maxime
quod unus ex ducibus, a quibus acta est, paganus alter quia barbarus erat pagano saeuior.
Siquidem Penda cum omni Merciorum gente idolis deditus et Christiani erat nominis
ignarus; et uero Caedualla, quamuis nomen et professionem haberet Christiani, adeo
tamen erat animo ac moribus barbarus, ut ne sexui quidem muliebri uel innocuae pa-
ruulorum parceret aetati, quin uniuersos atrocitate farina morti per tormenta contra-
deret, multo tempore totas eorum prouincias debachando peruagatus, ac totum genus
Anglorum Brittaniae finibus erasurum se esse deliberans. Sed nec religioni Christianae,
quae apud eos exorta erat, aliquid inpendebat honoris, quippe cum usque hodie moris sit
Brettonum fidem religionemque Anglorum pro nihili habere, neque in aliquo eis magis
communicare quam paganis.”
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The victorious Cadwallon passed through all the provinces of the English,
persecuting the Saxons so relentlessly that he spared neither women nor
children; indeed he wanted to wipe out the whole English race from
British soil, and subjected every one of them he could find to unheard-of
tortures.”

While Geoffrey reproduces Bede’s criticisms of Cadwallon’s actions, Neil
Wright has pointed out that he omits Bede’s criticisms of Cadwallon himself:
Cadwallon is not here described as animo ac moribus barbarus, “a barbarian
in heart and disposition”, for example. Furthermore, placed alongside the ef-
forts of the Saxons to treacherously steal Britain from its rightful inhabitants,
Cadwallon’s actions do not appear unjustified.”® As discussed above, Bede’s
final statement of this passage, noting the continuing refusal of the Britons to
cooperate with the Saxons, is in fact used by Geoffrey, but in a different section
of the DGB, and in defense of the Britons.”” As an additional point it is interest-
ing to note that, in the context of Geoffrey’s work, Cadwallon’s actions are not
in fact that unusual. Indeed, prior to Cadwallon’s victory, Edwin had inflicted
a similar persecution on the lands of the Britons: “The victorious Edwinus led
his army through the provinces of the Britons, burning cities and putting town-
and countrymen to the torture.””8 Thus we see that Cadwallon is simply acting
as Edwin acted before him. There is nothing particularly un-Christian about
this (as is the implication in Bede’s narrative); rather, it is simply the action of
a victorious king.

A key part of Bede’s criticism was that Cadwallon aligned himself with the
pagan Mercians, when, as a Christian king, he should have known better. For
Bede, as seen in the extract quoted above, Penda’s actions are, if despicable,
nonetheless understandable due to his ignorance of Christianity. However,
Cadwallon’s actions are inexcusable: he is a Christian, and yet acts like a bar-
barian, happier to cooperate with the pagan Mercians than with the Christian
Northumbrians. Thus we are presented with a fairly clear-cut categorization

75  DGB,xi.198.433—-37: “Habita igitur uictoria, Caduallo uniuersas Anglorum prouincias peru-
agando ita debachatus est in Saxones ut ne sexui quidem muliebri uel paruulorum aetati
parceret; quin omne genus Anglorum ex finibus Britanniae abradere uolens quoscumque
reperiebat inauditis tormentis afficiebat.” I have modernized the names to aid compari-
son with the other sources.

76 Wright, “Geoffrey of Monmouth and Bede’, p. 42.

77  Wright, “Geoffrey of Monmouth and Bede”, pp. 37—-38. This is discussed further above,
see p. 121.

78  DGB, xi193.289—91: “At Edwinus, ut triumpho potitus fuit, duxit exercitum suum per
prouincias Britonum combustisque ciuitatibus ciues et colonos pluribus tormentis
affecit”



GEOFFREY OF MONMOUTH AND THE ENGLISH PAST 125

of the Mercians and Britons in Bede’s work: the former are pagans, the latter
are Christians in name alone. This is picked up by Henry of Huntingdon, who
explains that while Penda and the Mercians were pagans, “Ceedwalla was more
savage than a pagan.””®

Geoffrey’s take on the matter is strikingly different. He does not seek to deny
or diminish the holiness of the Northumbrian kings. As discussed above, he
changes certain key details: for example, the battle of Heavenfield now occurs
between Oswald and Penda, rather than Oswald and Cadwallon as in Bede.
Despite this alteration in personnel, Geoffrey nonetheless repeats the episode
of Oswald raising the cross of the Lord and beseeching his soldiers to kneel and
pray to God for victory. However, crucially, Penda and the Mercians are never
described as pagans in Geoffrey’s narrative. Penda is simply rex Merciorum,
“king of the Mercians”, and while he is referred to as a nefandi ducis, “wicked
leader”, his paganism is never mentioned.8° As a consequence, there are no
questions raised over Cadwallon’s alliance with Penda. It is simply an alliance
between two kings; in Geoffrey’s narrative there remains no trace of Bede’s
presentation of the unnatural alliance between a supposed Christian and a
heathen people. This is a subtle shift in perception, but it has a significant im-
pact on the overall tone of the narrative. Cadwallon’s actions are viewed in a
completely different light, not because the actions themselves have necessarily
changed (at least in the case of his alliance with Penda and killing of Edwin),
but because these actions are depicted in a subtly different way. Geoffrey’s
Cadwallon, then, is not the bad Christian portrayed by Bede.

This is not to say that there are no bad Christian kings in Geoffrey’s narra-
tive. Bede views Cadwallon as fulfilling this role due to his alliance with the
heathen Mercians and attacks on the pious Northumbrians, yet Geoffrey in
fact has someone else in mind: Zthelberht of Kent (d. 616?). Here we must
return to the meeting between Augustine and the Britons discussed above. In
Bede’s account, there are seven British bishops and many learned men at the
meeting, mainly from the monastery of Bangor Iscoed, under the authority
of Abbot Dinoot. When they refuse Augustine’s requests, he warns them that
refusal to preach to the Saxons will result in death at their hands. Bede imme-
diately relates how this came to pass, as Athelfrith, king of the Northumbrians,
brought an army to Chester to battle against the Britons. When he saw that
the priests (most from the monastery of Bangor) had assembled to pray for a

79  Henry of Huntingdon, History of the English iii.33, ed. and trans. Greenway, pp. 184-85:
“... Cedwalla uero pagano seuior.”

8o There are several references to Penda as rex Merciorum: DGB, Xi196.417; Xi.199.443;
xi.200.462. For nefandi ducis, see xi.199.443.
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Northumbrian defeat, he ordered that they be slaughtered first. Their guard,
Brocmail, fled, and about 1,200 of the priests were killed.?!

This episode is once more heavily altered by Geoffrey in a way that reflects
more positively upon the Britons. Rather than praying for the defeat of the
English, in Geoffrey’s account the monks are praying for the safety of their
own people, and rather than flee, Brocmail dies trying to protect the city.82 The
monks, who in Geoffrey’s account are slaughtered after the battle, are pre-
sented as martyrs.83 What is significant in the present context is the reason
given for AEthelfrith’s attack. Bede does not tell us what prompted ZAthelfrith
to march on Chester, he simply presents it as a fulfilment of Augustine’s pro-
phecy. Geoffrey, however, states the following:

Zthelberht, king of Kent, indignant that the Britons had refused to sub-
mit to Augustine and had rejected his preaching, incited Athelfrith, king
of Northumbria, and the other Saxon subkings to collect a great army
and go to the city of Bangor to kill Dinoot and the other priests who had
slighted them.84

This is a dramatic departure from Bede’s account, and, as Wright notes,
“Ethelfrid is represented as the cats-paw of Ethelbert of Kent (and hence indi-
rectly of Augustine himself).”85 The reframing of this episode has a significant
impact on the above discussion of how Geoffrey neutralizes Bede’s complaint
against the Britons. Bede attacks Cadwallon for supporting a pagan king
against a Christian people. Here, Zthelberht of Kent, a Christian king (indeed,
the first Christian king according to Bede’s narrative), facilitates the killing of
the priests of Bangor and their abbot Dinoot. It is not, as in Bede’s account, an
attack on the Britons that simply happens to end in the slaughter of the priests,
but rather a targeted attack against the priests themselves. Nor is it simply the
work of a pagan king as in Bede’s narrative: here it is a Christian king who gives
the order. This has the effect of turning Bede’s characterization on its head.

81  Bede, Ecclesiastical History ii.2, ed. and trans. Colgrave and Mynors, pp. 136—41.

82 DGB, xi, 189.206-8.

83  Wright, “Geoffrey of Monmouth and Bede”, pp. 39—4o0.

84  DGB, xi189.195—200: “Edelbertus ergo rex Cantiorum, ut uidit Britones dedignantes subi-
ectionem Augustino facere et eosdem praedicationem suam spernere, hoc grauissime fe-
rens Edelfridum regem Northamhimbrorum et ceteros regulos Saxonum instimulauit ut
collecto grandi exercitu in ciuitatem Bangor abbatem Dinoot et ceteros clericos qui eos
despexerant perditum irent.”

85  Wright, “Geoffrey of Monmouth and Bede”, p. 39.
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It is perhaps significant that this re-casting of the Britons, Northumbrians,
and Mercians is thematically consistent with the treatment accorded to the
Saxons in the section of the 6B concerning the adventus Saxonum, discussed
above. In both cases, faith is a defining characteristic which Geoffrey grapples
with, whether to stress the paganism of the Saxons or to neutralize Bede’s de-
piction of the Britons as bad Christians. While it is generally recognized that
Geoffrey’s DGB represents a shift away from the providential toward a more
secular and national history, with a focus on individuals and the role of for-
tune, it is clear from this discussion that ideas of conversion and faith remain
important to his narrative.86 Such ideas are prevalent in his source material,
especially the Ecclesiastical History, and this discussion has illustrated how
Geoffrey went beyond simply subverting Bede’s chronology in his engagement
with this text. To the modern reader, the obvious, bold changes made to Bede’s
narrative, such as the extension of Cadwallon’s life, perhaps deflect attention
from the more subtle changes, such as the depiction of ZAthelberht of Kent
as a villain. The consequence of this adaptation of, and divergence from, the
Ecclesiastical History is an account of 6th- and 7th-century relations between
the Britons and English which is unprecedented in its positive treatment of
the former.

4 Conclusions

For Geoffrey, the English only begin to achieve dominance over Britain after
the death of Cadwaladr in 689, a trajectory completed by Zthelstan becoming
the first Saxon king to rule all Loegria in the 10th century. Prior to this, the past
was British, and the English only relevant inasmuch as they interacted with the
Britons. They may have experienced brief moments of supremacy, but these
were never more than moments. Edwin enjoyed a spell of overlordship having
expelled Cadwallon from Britain, but Cadwallon returned, and Edwin’s over-
lordship died with him. The domination of the English was never lasting, and
the Britons were never permanently subdued. Indeed, in the end, it was not the
military might of the English that defeated the Britons, but a plague with the
force of God’s will.

In creating this original and creative version of history, Geoffrey struck
his own path, leaving his sources behind. Consequently, the DB is full of
plot twists to shock any reader familiar with the conventional narrative of

86  Hanning, Vision of History, pp. 138—39. For further discussion, see Barry Lewis’s chapter in
this volume.
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English history: individuals do not live and die at the expected time, and bat-
tles are fought at unexpected places and with surprising casts. But despite his
efforts to create something new, Geoffrey remained conscious of what had
come before. Indeed, for his account of the adventus Saxonum we have seen
that he follows Historia Brittonum’s lead, with his additions, while undoubt-
edly creative, simply accentuating themes already present in the gth-century
history of the Britons. His approach to the Ecclesiastical History is clearly differ-
ent: Geoffrey has no problem in turning Bede’s narrative on its head to suit his
own purposes. However, even here we see a keen awareness of prior tradition.
In producing his alternative narrative, Geoffrey does not simply ignore Bede;
he takes and carefully alters episodes from the Ecclesiastical History, adding
detail, emphasis, and different context to change the fundamental message of
the work.

The past was not viewed as uncharted territory in the 12th century, and it
is in this context that we should understand Geoffrey’s careful treatment of
his sources.8” Monika Otter has illustrated how Geoffrey plays with the prin-
ciple of textual auctoritas: through alleging reliance on the liber uetustissimus,
“very ancient book”, Geoffrey provides the appearance of textual authority for
the D6 B, making the same claim to truth as other 12th-century histories, while
simultaneously ensuring that his account is unverifiable.8® This discussion
has illustrated that his treatment of known sources is equally complex. That
Geoffrey diverges from the received chronology of early medieval British his-
tory has long been recognized, but there are also further layers to his engage-
ment with sources such as Bede’s Ecclesiastical History. Interestingly, in the
instances considered here, every addition Geoffrey makes to his sources, every
event he decides to exclude, or include in a different form, works to present the
Britons in a favorable light. Geoffrey’s attitude toward the English past cannot
be understood independently of this context. This is not to say that he sets out
to consistently depict the Britons as the heroes of his history; the influence of
Gildas'’s criticisms of his countrymen can be felt in the focus on civil war in the
DGB, for example. Neither can this sympathy for the Britons be neatly mapped
on to a 12th-century landscape; indeed, Geoffrey stresses the disconnect be-
tween the Britons of the peB and the Welsh of his own time. However, the
DGB’s account of the adventus Saxonum and 6th- and 7th-century relations be-
tween the Britons and the English reflects better on the Britons than the work
of any writer that preceded Geoffrey. In this context, early medieval England
belonged to the Britons.

87 Otter, Inventiones, p. 83.
88 Otter, “Functions of Fiction”, p. 120.



CHAPTER 4
Riddling Words: the Prophetiae Merlini

Maud Burnett McInerney

In Shakespeare’s Henry IV, Henry Percy, better known as Hotspur, complains to
Mortimer about their co-conspirator, Owen Glendower:

Sometimes he angers me
With telling me of the moldwarp and the ant
Of the dreamer Merlin and his prophecies ...
And such a deal of skimble skamble stuff.

Henry IV Part I, 111.1.143-49

For Hotspur, Merlin’'s prophecies are hogwash, inseparable both from
Owen’s pretentions and from his superstitious Welshness. In the context of
Shakespeare’s play, they are also, quite simply, false: for all that he boasts of
omens, of “fiery shapes / of burning cressets” and earthquakes at his birth,
Owen Glendower did not prove to be the long-awaited king who would re-
store the independence of the Welsh. He escaped the fate of Percy, whose head
would hang on London Bridge as witness to his treachery, but only to fade out
of history, his date and place of death unknown.! Shakespeare’s mockery of
the Prophetiae Merlini, however, only testifies to the extraordinary tenacity of
their hold upon the British imagination, some three and a half centuries after
they were composed by Geoffrey of Monmouth. In the intervening centuries,
the prophecies had taken on a life of their own, circulating independently of
the De gestis Britonum? and revised and reimagined for every possible purpose
in England, Wales, and beyond. Many of Geoffrey’s contemporaries and suc-
cessors believed in the prophecies, or wanted to, either as revealed truth or as
useful political tools, and much critical energy has been devoted to unmask-
ing such Galfridian curiosities as the boar of trade, the old man in white on

1 On Owain Glyn Dwr, see G.A. Williams, The Last Days of Owain Glyndr, Talybont, 2017 and
L. Mortimer, “The Great Magician’, in id. (ed.), The Fears of Henry IV: The Life of England’s
Self-Made King, London, 2007, pp. 226—43. For Owain Glyn Dwr’s own use of prophecy, see
R.R. Davies, The Revolt of Owain Glyn Dvir, Oxford, 1995, pp. 156—61.

2 According to Julia Crick, no fewer than 76 independent manuscripts of the PM exist; see
Crick, SC, pp. 330-32.
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the snow-white horse, or the city-building hedgehog.? In the pages that fol-
low, I argue that such attempts are largely futile (though they would no doubt
have delighted Geoffrey); rather, given the always dubious status of Geoffrey’s
sources, the function of the PM is literary as much as it is political. As Lesley
Coote points out, “prophecy is not a genre but a discourse” with the capacity to
operate independently of the intent of its author or the desires of its readers.*
Not only does the DGB as a whole manifest considerable anxiety about the
reliability of prophecy, but the primary operation of prophecy within a text
that purports to be history is to create a complex narrative temporality which
claims access to past, present, and future. In the creation of such a temporal-
ity, Geoffrey is perhaps closer to his great inspiration, Virgil, than to any of his
contemporaries.

Medieval prophecy was rooted in both pagan and Judeo-Christian tradi-
tions. From the classical tradition, medieval authors adopted the all-knowing
Sibyl from the sixth book of Virgil’s Aeneid; like Virgil himself, who was believed
to have predicted the advent of Christ in the fourth Eclogue, the Sibyl became
an example of pagan prophecy predicting Christian truth.6 The Bible provided
not only the examples of Isaiah, Jeremiah, Daniel, Ezekiel and the so-called
minor prophets, but was understood to be inherently prophetic in the sense
that the Old Testament predicted the New and the New looked forward to the
end of times and the establishment of the kingdom of God on earth. The single
most important prophetic text of the Middle Ages was the Revelation of John,
which, in the later half of the 12th century, would be enthusiastically chan-
neled by the works of Hildegard of Bingen and Joachim of Fiore. Apocalyptic
prophecy always had a political element to it — Joachim himself identified a
panoply of antichrists past and present, from Herod and Nero to Saladin — but
its primary focus was eschatological: it looked beyond this world and into the
next.” Geoffrey of Monmouth’s prophecies differ in that they are secular rather
than religious; while he may draw images from Revelation and other religious
texts, his PM stand at the beginning of what Rupert Taylor, in 1911, identified as
a tradition of primarily political prophecy in England.8

DGB, Prophetiae 115.129, 115.108-09, 116.172, respectively.

L.A. Coote, Prophecy and Public Affairs in Later Medieval England, Woodbridge, 2000, p. 13.

See Paul Russell’s chapter in this volume.

See P. Dronke, “Medieval Sibyls: Their Character and their ‘Auctoritas’”, Studii Medievali 36:2

(1994), 581-615, at pp. 608-09.

7 E.R. Daniel, “Joachim of Fiore’s Apocalyptic Scenario”, in C.W. Bynum and P. Freedman (eds.),
Last Things: Death and the Apocalypse in the Middle Ages, Philadelphia, 2000, pp. 124-39.
On the multiplicity of antichrists, see R.E. Lerner, “Antichrists and Antichrist in Joachim of
Fiore”, Speculum 60:3 (1985), 553—70, at pp. 562—63.

8 R.Taylor, The Political Prophecy in England, New York, 1911; see pp. 27—38 for Taylor’s account
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of the classical and biblical sources of Geoffrey’s prophecies.
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Geoffrey identifies the PM, which comprise Book viI of the p6B,° as a di-
gression from the central narrative, one imposed upon him by an eager public.
In the middle of his account of the reign of the usurper Vortigern, he inserts
the following statement: “Before I had reached this point in my history, news
of Merlin spread and I 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.”? As in the case of the DGB itself, Geoffrey here
claims to be translating the prophecies from a language unknown to Alexander
(ignotum tibi ... sermonum, “a tongue ... unknown to you”).!! The impression he
creates is that the scholarly community was in an uproar about the PM, inac-
cessible to the Latinate but French- and English-speaking scholars of Oxford
and Lincoln, and that Geoffrey therefore paused in his endeavors at the very
moment when he should have been continuing the story of Vortigern to make
a quick translation for their sake, which he drops into the larger narrative as
the PM.

In fact, we know that the PM were already in circulation several years before
Geoffrey completed the pGB. Orderic Vitalis, an English-born monk at work
upon his own history, the Ecclesiastical History, at Saint-Evroul in Normandy,
saw a copy of it before the end of 1135.12 Orderic had brought his account up to
his own days, describing the death of Robert Curthose, eldest son of William
the Conqueror and deposed duke of Normandy. Evidently inspired to think
of prophecy by Robert’s prescient dream of the death of his son, Orderic fol-
lowed that event with a summary of “the prophecy of Ambrosius Merlin,
which he uttered in the time of Vortigern, king of Britain”.!® The D6B was not
yet in circulation at the time, and Orderic’s citation, which is often word for

9 In Reeve's edition, they are titled Prophetiae Merlini rather than Book v11, reflecting the
original independent circulation of the prophecies.

10  DGB, Prologus in Prophetias Merlini 109.1-4: “Nondum autem ad hunc locum historiae
perueneram cum de Merlino diuulgato rumore compellebant me undique contempo-
ranei mei prophetias ipsius edere, maxime autem Alexander Lincolniensis episcopus,
uir summae religionis et prudentiae.” Translations are Wright’s unless otherwise noted.
See M.A. Faletra, “Merlin in Cornwall: The Source and Contexts of John of Cornwall’s
Prophetia Merlin”, JEGP 111:3 (2012), 303—38, at p. 312 for the argument that there was a
pre-existing prophecy in a form of Old Cornish dating to 1070-1130. Faletra argues that
John of Cornwall (who knew Cornish) certainly drew upon this in his “rich and overtly
critical response” (p. 305) to the DGB, and that Geoffrey (who probably did not know
Cornish) may also have been aware of it. See also M.J. Curley, “A New Edition of John of
Cornwall’s Prophetia Merlini", Speculum 57:2 (1982), 217-49.

11 DGB, Prophetiae 110.15.

12 See Jaakko Tahkokallio’s chapter in this volume.

13 Orderic Vitalis, Ecclesiastical History xii.47.1-2, ed. and trans. M. Chibnall, The Ecclesiastical
History of Orderic Vitalis, 6 vols., Oxford, 1969—80, vol. 6, p. 387: “Ambrosii Merlinii prophe-
tia quam tempore Guortigerni regis Britanniae uaticinatus est”.
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word, must thus derive from Geoffrey’s earlier, independent PM.1* Orderic’s
own comment, toward the end of his summary, implies also that the work was
not easily available; he writes that he has “taken this short extract from the
book of Merlin, and ... provided a very small sample of it for scholars to whom
it has not been divulged”.’®* How exactly the PM came into his hands is unclear,
but evidently he sees himself as having had rare and privileged access — thus
his emphasis on other scholars who have not been so fortunate. The diminu-
tive libellus also makes it plain that what he saw cannot have been the DGB
as a whole, since it could by no stretch of the imagination be described as a
“little book”.

Orderic’s evidence makes nonsense of Geoffrey’s claim that he had to put
aside the longer work in order to translate the prophecies in a white heat, but
it gives us little insight into the sources upon which Geoffrey may have drawn.
Was Merlin indeed already a well-known figure in the early 12th century? Were
rumors about him spreading? As early as 1928, James Douglas Bruce pointed
out that “Merlin owes his fortune in the history of fiction and popular tradi-
tion to Geoffrey of Monmouth. He is virtually the creation of Geoffrey.”'6 More
recently, O.J. Padel has asserted that “in Merlin’s case there is no doubt but that
it was Geoffrey who launched him on his international literary career.”” The
figure of Merlin that Geoffrey creates is a composite, partly inspired by the
boy-prophet Ambrosius from the Historia Brittonum (mid-gth century'®), and

14  Reeve suggests that the PM functioned as a sort of “trailer” for the pGB; DGB, p. viii.
See also Curley, “A New Edition”, pp. 219—20; C.D. Eckhardt, “The Date of the Prophetia
Merlini Commentary in Mss Cotton Claudius BvII and Bibliotheque Nationale Fonds
Latin 6233", Notes and Queries, new series, 23 (1976), 146—47, at p. 146; J. Crick, “Geoffrey
and the Prophetic Tradition’, in S. Echard (ed.), The Arthur of Medieval Latin Literature:
The Development and Dissemination of the Arthurian Legend in Medieval Latin (Arthurian
Literature of the Middle Ages, 6), Cardiff, 2011, pp. 67—8z2. For the possibility that the PM
was circulating in some form as early as the 1120s, see B. Meehan, “Geoffrey of Monmouth,
Prophecies of Merlin: New Manuscript Evidence”, BBCS 28:1 (1978-80), 37—46.

15  Orderic Vitalis, Ecclesiastical History xii.47.493, ed. and trans. Chibnall, vol. 6, p. 386:
“Hanc lectiunculam de Merlini libello excerpsi et studiosis quibus ipse propalatus non est
quantulamcumque stillam propinavi.”

16 ].D. Bruce, The Evolution of Arthurian Romance from the Beginnings down to the Year 1300,
Baltimore, 1928 (repr. Gloucester, MA, 1958). See also P. Zumthor, Merlin le Prophéte,
un théme de la littérature polémique de Uhistoriographie et des romans, Lausanne, 1943,
pp-17-25.

17 0J. Padel, “Recent Work on the Origins of the Arthurian Legend: A Comment”, Arthuriana
5:3 (1995), 10314, at p. 105.

18  The Historia Brittonum has been securely dated to 829/30: B. Guy, “The Origins of the
Compilation of Welsh Historical Texts in Harley 3859”, Studia Celtica 49 (2015), 21-56.
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partly by the bardic Myrddin of Welsh tradition, who appears in the 10th cen-
tury Armes Prydein Vawr (“The Great Prophecy of Britain”).1®

Ambrosius’s appearance in the Historia Brittonum is brief; a mysterious boy
without a father (although, in typically Nennian contradictory fashion, the
author later claims that his father was a Roman consul), he prophesies and
then interprets the combat between two dragons, one red and one white, who
are preventing the construction of King Vortigern's tower, explaining that the
red dragon represents the British and the white the Saxons. Ambrosius pre-
dicts that the British will eventually drive the Saxons out of Britain, a proph-
ecy that would become known throughout Welsh literary history as the “Omen
of the Dragons” because of the ominous words pronounced by Geoffrey’s
Merlin Ambrosius, Vae rubeo draconi, “Alas for the red dragon”.20 After this epi-
sode, which Geoffrey will expand in Book vII of the DGB, he disappears from
the narrative.

The Welsh sources Geoffrey may have used in creating Merlin are much less
clear. Four poems from the Black Book of Carmarthen (L&yfr du Caerfyrddin,
Aberystwyth, National Library of Wales, Peniarth 1), copied around 1250, are
attributed to Myrddin, who is imagined as a 6th-century bard; one, Yinddiddan
Myrddin a Thaliesin (“The Conversation of Myrddin and Taliesin”), actually
names him.?! These poems may have been in circulation in some form when

19  Armes Prydein Vawr, ed. and trans I. Williams and R. Bromwich, Armes Prydein: The
Prophecy of Britain from the Book of Taliesin, Dublin, 1972. T.M. Charles-Edwards ar-
gues for a date between 927 and 994; see Wales and the Britons 350-1064, Oxford, 2013,
PP- 519—35. As long ago as the 1880s, G. Paris, “La Borderie, L'Historia Britonum”, Romania
12 (1883), 36776, at p. 375 suggested plausibly that Geoffrey altered “Myrddin” to “Merlin”
to avoid a name that might recall the French merde: “Ce nom est I'invention de Gaufrei de
Monmouth, qui sans doute a reculé devant le Merdinus qu'il aurait obtenu en latinisant
le nom gallois”, “The name is the invention of Geoffrey of Monmouth, who no doubt re-
coiled at Merdinus, which he would have gotten by Latinizing the Welsh name.”

20  DGB, Prophetiae 12.34. See, for instance, the Welsh prose text Lludd and Llefelys (dating
is problematic; a fragment appears in the White Book of Rhydderch c.1350, but the tale is
also incorporated into a Welsh translation of the D65 in Aberystwyth, National Library of
Wales, Llanstephan 1 in the mid-13th century); see D. Huws, Medieval Welsh Manuscripts,
Aberystwyth, 2000, p. 58 and Cyfranc Lludd and Llefelys, ed. B.F. Roberts (Mediaeval and
Modern Welsh Series, 7), Dublin, 1975. The story is the origin of the Welsh flag, a red drag-
on on a green and white ground, which was flown by Henry Tudor before his accession
as Henry vi1. On Henry as the mab darogan, “son of prophecy”, see A.L. Jones, Darogan:
Prophecy, Lament and Absent Heroes in Medieval Welsh Literature, Cardiff, 2013, p. 3.

21 For details of dating and provenance, see Huws, Medieval Welsh Manuscripts, pp. 70-72;
see also Llyfr Du Caerfyrddin: gyda Rhagymadrodd, Nodiadau Testunol, a Geirfa [The Black
Book of Carmarthen: with introduction, textual notes, and vocabulary], ed. A.O.H. Jarman,
Cardiff, 1982.
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Geoffrey was writing.22 The Red Book of Hergest (Lfyfr Coch Hergest, Oxford,
Jesus College, 111), a collection dated to shortly after 1382,22 contains three more
poems associated with Myrddin, Cyfoesi Myrddin a Gwenddydd ei Chwaer (“The
Prophecy of Myrddin and Gwenddydd his Sister”), Gwasgargerdd Fyrddin yn'y
Bedd (“The Diffused/Scattered Poem of Myrddin in the Grave”), and Peirian
Faban (“Commanding Youth”).24 These poems allow for a “feasible reconstruc-
tion” of Myrddin as an exemplar of the Wild Man of the Woods, a folkloric motif
at least as old as the biblical Nebuchadnezzar, according to A.O.H. Jarman.25
The dating of all of these texts, however, is problematic; nor is it clear how
much of the Welsh material was familiar to Geoffrey when he was composing
the PM, although Ben Guy argues, in an essay in this volume, that Geoffrey
may have known most of them even as he was composing the D6 B.26 Certainly,
when he came to write the VM a decade or so later, he drew on traditions
concerning a mad prophet who lived in the woods. Geoffrey seems to have
seen no contradiction between this figure and the magician of the DGB; the
Merlin of the VM refers to his prophecy before Vortigern.2” Gerald of Wales,
however, whose suspicions about Merlin were profound, categorically denies
that they can have been one and the same: “There were two Merlins. The one
called Ambrosius, who thus had two names, prophesied when Vortigern was
king ... The second Merlin came from Scotland ... He went mad ... and fled to

22 See N. Tolstoy, “Geoffrey of Monmouth and the Merlin Legend”, AL 25 (2008), 1-42, at
pp. 2—3 for a summary of the debate around Geoffrey’s access to these materials.

23 Huws, Medieval Welsh Manuscripts, p. 82; see also id., “Llyfr Coch Hergest”, in I. Daniel,
M. Haycock, D. Johnston and J. Rowland (eds.), Cyfoeth y Testun: Ysgrifau ar Lenyddiath
Gymraeg yr Oesoedd Canol, Cardiff, 2003, pp. 1-30.

24  Cyfoesi Myrddin is edited by M.B. Jenkins, “Aspects of the Welsh Prophetic Verse Tradition:
Incorporating Textual Studies of the Poetry from ‘Llyfr Coch Hergest’ (Oxford, Jesus
College, MS cxi) and ‘Y Cwta Cyfarwydd’ (Aberystwyth, National Library of Wales, MS
Peniarth 50)", unpublished PhD thesis, University of Cambridge, 1990, pp. 33-90, al-
though I was not able to consult it for this essay; see also Peirian Vaban, ed. A.O.H. Jarman,
“Peirian Vaban’, BBCS 14 (1950-52), 104—08; for translations, see The Four Ancient Books of
Wales Containing the Cymric Poems Attributed to the Bards of the Sixth Century, Volume I,
trans. W.F. Skene, Edinburgh, 1868, pp. 218—40, and The Romance of Merlin: An Anthology,
ed. P. Goodrich, New York, 1990.

25 A.O.H.Jarman, “The Merlin Legend and the Welsh Tradition of Prophecy”, in R. Bromwich,
A.O.H. Jarman, and B.F. Roberts (eds.), The Arthur of the Welsh: The Arthurian Legend
in Medieval Welsh Literature (Arthurian Literature in the Middle Ages, 1), Cardiff, 1991,
pp- 117—45, at p. 117. See also N. Thomas, “The Celtic Wildman Tradition and Geoffrey of
Monmouth'’s Vita Merlini", Arthuriana 10:1 (2000), 27—42.

26  See Ben Guy’s contribution to this volume, pp. 62—65.

27  Jarman, “The Merlin Legend”, p. 132.
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the wood where he passed the remainder of his life as a wild man of the woods.
This second Merlin lived in the time of Arthur.”?8 Gerald’s comment that the
“second Merlin” came from Scotland suggests some awareness of the parallel
(or perhaps precursor) traditions of another wild man, the Scottish Lailoken.
Like Merlin himself, the PM is very much a composite, inspired by Welsh
prophetic tradition rather than directly descended from it. It is possible that
Geoffrey knew Armes Prydein Vawr, the 10th-century Welsh poem in which
Myrddin appears, and which predicts the expulsion of the Saxons from Britain;
the poem’s reiteration of the coupled names Cynan and Cadwaladr is echoed
in the PM.2% Other sources are difficult to identify, and Zumthor suggests that
Geoffrey was at least as much indebted to biblical prophecy and to the legends
around the Tiburtine Sibyl as he was to Welsh material.3° The related ques-
tions of Geoffrey’s access to Welsh materials, his knowledge of the Welsh or
Cornish languages, and his own ethnic identity have been treated extensively
elsewhere, most recently in the introduction to the present volume. Regardless
of his ethnicity, Geoffrey was deeply implicated in what Faletra calls “the net-
work of Norman power”;3! he depended upon it for professional advancement
within the church, at the very least. In translating or purporting to translate
British prophetic material into Latin, Geoffrey was engaged in something more
complicated than the glorification of an idealized British or Celtic past; me-
dieval Celtic language speakers did not, in any case, see each other as natural
allies, as their modern descendants sometimes strive to. Geoffrey operated in
a 12th-century sphere of Norman political and cultural ascendance in which
there circulated a lively tradition of Welsh prophecy, but the prophecies he

28  Gerald of Wales, The Journey Through Wales ii.8, ed. J.F. Dimock, Giraldi Cambrensis
Opera, 8 vols., London, 186191, vol. 6, pp. 3-152, at p. 133: “Erant enim Merlini duo; iste
qui et Ambrosius dictus est, quia binomius fue