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Outline the critical debate which has surrounded the historicity of Arthur. Do you agree that it is the lack of key biographical details relating to Arthur that has made him so amenable to a wide variety of literary contexts?

‘Arthur was supposedly a Celtic soldier who led the resistance to the Anglo-Saxon invasions in the…6th century.’
 This perception of King Arthur differs with the publicly accepted English King who had magical experiences, was a chivalrous knight overseeing a court, had a wife called Guinevere and hosted the Knights of the roundtable. However, the key biographical details, which is what this essay will discuss, seems to distort this ideal. The overarching aim of this essay is to look at the critical debate regarding Arthur’s historicity before then looking at how the lack of biographical details have or have not assisted his presence in a range of literary contexts. To begin with, the word amenable needs to be clarified. If something is amenable, it is said to be ‘cooperative’ and willing to help.
 Therefore, for the purpose of this essay, it will be that exact definition that will be used when considering how amenable Arthur is to a wide range of literary contexts. Arthur’s historicity will be referred to throughout the essay using a range of sources, so the focus will be on the biographical details throughout these sources. The essay will firstly look at the key collections of historical, if what debatable, information which exists before moving on to sources which mention Arthur in a more literary sense. These sources will then be used to create a debate in which it is argued for and against the idea that it was the lack of the biographical sources which made him more amenable to literary contexts, giving a balanced argument while still remaining critical. The essay will conclude by summarising the findings and then concluding if it was or was not the lack of details which resulted in him being used in multiple literary contexts throughout the ages. 

Thomas Green believes that only four sources can be reliably used regarding the historicity of Arthur: Annales Cambriae; Historia Brittonum; Y Gododdin; and the mentions of Arthur in four or five 6th and 7th century contexts.
 This essay will also consider Gildas’ De Excidio et Conquestu Brittanniae. The BL Harleian MS 3859 contains two of the most important sources to be used; the Historia Brittonum and the earliest version of the Annales Cambriae. The Historia Brittonum is estimated to be from c. 829 or c. 830. The Annales Cambriae is said to be a little later, from c. 950s. 

The Historia Brittonum is said to be the most important text of all, by Thomas Charles-Edwards, but he also brings attention to the fact that Arthur is only mentioned in the B version, not the A version, giving cause to doubt the fact that Arthur’s lifetime may go back to the 9th or 10th century.
 Green seems to think that later and unreliable sources were used to create this source but agrees that it does suggest that a concept of Arthur was atleast evident at the time of authorship.
 Nennius takes authorship of this source in one of his manuscripts, but David Dumville believes that this as false.
 Dumville believes that ‘there can be no doubt that this prologue is a secondary addition to the Historia’.
 Five surviving manuscripts attribute the work to Nennius, and approximately thirty others attribute it to Gildas. Dumville has given cause to consider whether Nennius was responsible for several recensions over several years and considers if he added the prologue bearing his name on the last version that he personally wrote, or whether other versions missing this prologue are simply incomplete.
 It could be argued that this addition of the prologue to the B version was because of political and social climates of the 7th and 8th centuries, with the country needing stability amongst nucleated battles and warring kingdoms across the land.
 One of the best manuscripts of this text is the Harleian, dated from 829-830 but yet this fails to mention Nennius.

According to Nennius, Arthur was a commander against the Saxons, defeated them at the Battle of Badon in 518, and was mortally wounded in Camlann in 537.
 It is within Chapter 56 of this text that Arthur is mentioned within a historical sense, listing twelve battles, giving arguably key biographical details. That these twelve battles were attributed to a previous Welsh poem is classed by Green as being an assumption.
 One of the battles which is mentioned is the Battle of Badon which will be discussed below. Chapters 67-75, named the Mirabilia section, mentions Arthur within his magical sense. Firstly, Arthur and his horse are said to have hunted a boar in which the horse left his hoofprint in a rock. This could be explaining the origin of Corn Gefault and could also be evidence to support the story of the boar, Twrch Trwyth, in Culwch ac Olwen. This narration of Arthur gives rise to his magical self and could be seen to show that even by the ninth century, Arthur was seen to have been tasked as a hero.
 The second recount of Arthur recalls how he slayed his son, Amr, and how Amr is buried under a spring called Licat Amr. This could be the same spring that is today called Gamber Head, in Herefordshire. It is perhaps important to note that only fourteen miles away from this spring is Arthur’s stone, first recorded in the thirteenth century.
 This could give weight to the argument that the ideal of Arthur was rife in this part of England in the thirteenth century, or perhaps it could suggest evidence of a historical legacy left behind by the man himself. 

The Annales Cambriae, translated as ‘The Welsh Annals’, mentions Arthur in two entries. The first is of the 516 ‘Battle of Badon, in which Arthur carried the cross of Jesus Christ on his shoulders for three days and three nights, and the Britons were the victors’.
 This could be an account of the battle listed in the Historia Brittonum in which Arthur carried an icon on his shoulders, but which this text places at the Battle of Guinnion Castle.
 It could also add strength to the suggestion that Arthur was present at the Battle of Badon, due to the fact that both the Historia Brittonum and the Annales Cambriae name this specific battle. It could be suggested that the Annales Cambriae account came from the Historia Brittonum due to being written after it, and was not original. However, it must be noted that the battle name is different for the carrying of the cross and therefore if copied from it, gives no reason for the name to have been changed. If Nennius had used Gildas’ De Excidio et Conquest Brittanniae, as a guideline for his own work, he would have seen that the Battle of Badon was mentioned in that also, so would surely have used the same name in his own work. Although the battle is mentioned by Gildas, the victory is given to a man named Ambrosius Aurelianus. 
The second entry which mentions Arthur is the 537 ‘Battle of Camlann, in which Arthur and Medraut fell’.
 Nevertheless, Patrick Sims-Williams has cause to believe that this entry was based upon an extract of the Chronicle of Ireland, in which the name of Maelgwn was substituted for Arthur.
 Dumville and Charles-Edwards also agree that the sources for this work would not have been contemporary knowledge, but be based on information collated for the Chronicle of Ireland between the 8th and 10th century.
  Another reason to doubt this as reliable evidence would be that the Historia Brittonum fails to mention this battle. This could be due to the fact that Nennius did not know about this event, or perhaps he was already aware of the idea that Arthur would return one day and had no need to record his death and possibility of returning one day.
 Nevertheless, if Nennius was informed enough to write the Historia Brittonum, surely he should have known about this battle. The Annales Cambriae has been criticised by several historians as several other battles listed in Chapter 56 are suspect, causing concern for historical accuracy. These are the battle on the bank of a river called Tribruit, which is elsewhere described as a battle against werewolves and also Cat Coit Celidon, which is described as a battle of trees in the Book of Taliesin.
 Thomas Jones gives cause to also doubt the date of Arthur’s death, as explains that the Annals of Tigernack lists it as 594, in battle. However, this is nearly sixty years after the date given in the Annales Cambriae.
 It could be argued though, that this is evidence of Arthur being such a profound figure, to warrant children being named after him and what is being seen here is in fact a later generation of adults named Arthur who have died. 
Gildas’ De Excidio et Conquestu Brittaniae is another highly important source and can be argued to be a crucial source for conditions in late Roman/Post-Roman Britain.
 Gildas approached his work more in the style of a prophet rather than an historian due to the Bible references, referring of past events, prophecies and the critiquing of present day evils and this must be considered when reviewing the historical accuracy of his text.

 This biblical style can be explained by the fact that he was a monk and was later canonised.
 It is suggested to have been written c. 540 because of his death being listed as c. 570 in the Annales Cambriae and therefore gives evidence of Arthur being mentioned as early as the late 5th century.
 Having said that, his death could have been added as late as the tenth century so cannot be relied upon. This source mentions the Battle of Badon, dated around 500, but gives the victory to a man called Ambrosius Aurelianus instead, one of the few names mentioned within Chapters 2-26.

 The original manuscript of Gildas’ work gives cause to doubt this victory being Aurelianus’ due to there being a large interval between the mention of the battle and the mention of Aurelianus.
 Potentially, it could be a different battle, at a different time, but be set in the same place. Padel believes that if Aurelianus was the victor here, then that would dismiss the Historia Brittonum completely, given that it was written afterwards and would give cause to believe that the victory was changed to be Arthur’s by the 9th century and therefore, cannot be relied upon to be true.
 Considerations must be made to evaluate Gildas’ reliability. An example of Gildas’ manipulations can be seen at the start of the book, when he changes Achan’s cloak of splendour to a cloak of minimal size, saying that he also looted a small amount rather than the large amount noted in the Bible.
 If this is the case, this source cannot be relied upon or trusted to be historically correct. Rex Gardner seems to think that Gildas’ sole purpose was to demonstrate the ‘ineptitude, cowardice and fecklessness of the British…’.
 The inclusion of the inadequate building of Hadrian’s wall out of turf was used to demonstrate this.

If a pause is taken to take stock of the biographical details so far gained from these collections of historical information, it is partially possible to assess whether the lack of information could make Arthur seem more amenable to a wider audience. It seems that there are few biographical details. The key biographical details to go on are that he fought in twelve battles, one of which was the Battle of Badon and one called the Battle of Camlann and he had a son called Awr, However, not all of these biographical details can be verified and the Battle of Badon, although verified as a real battle, gives the victory to another in Gildas’ De Excidio et conquest Brittanniae. It is also suggested that Arthur died in c. 537 at the Battle of Camlann. This is seen as unreliable by Sims-Williams, as it is believed that it is a story based on an extract of the Chronicle of Ireland. His son, Awr is not mentioned anywhere else. On the basis of this lack of evidence, historians could perhaps turn to archaeological evidence. Having said that, the evidence which has been found, has been ruled as a hoax. This lack of key biographical detail could have allowed literary writers to make Arthur amenable to their style, purpose and outcome. The next step of this essay is to look at some of the literary contexts in which he is mentioned and held in high esteem. Arthur’s presence in literary contexts are vast and the literary works of the Latin Lives of Saints, Thomas Malory, welsh poems and narratives and Geoffrey of Monmouth will be looked at as examples of these. 
Arthur appears in seven lives of Saints: five Welsh, and five from Brittany. In each of them he acts either as a ruler with who they contend, or as someone who they gain honour from. The Welsh lives express his personality and blood ties. The Life of Cadog by Lifris of Llancarfan, written in the late 11th century, suggests Arthur’s personality as that being one of honour and chivalry. The Life of St. Illtud gives him as his cousin. The Life of Saint Carannog states that Arthur is ruling alongside Cadwy and tells how Arthur, in return for a trained dragon, granted lands for a monastery to be built upon. It also mentions Somerset, so gives rise to the Glastonbury connections which are often associated with him. However, the Life of Saint Patern makes Arthur out as a man who begs forgiveness after trying to take the Saint’s tunic. This contradicts the chivalrous personality trait mentioned in the Life of Saint Cadog. The two versions of the Life of Saint Gildas, one from Wales and one from Brittany, tell of Arthur repenting after killing a man, who was the saint’s brother, who constantly rebelled against him. It also tells of how King Melvas had Arthur’s wife captured but when an Abbot persuaded her captor to free her, Arthur granted him land. The two Lives of Saints from Brittany are the Life of Saint Efflam, when Arthur is described as being the cousin of the King of Brittany, and the Life of Goueznou, when he defends against the Saxons. In opposition to this, The Latin Lives of Saints sees Arthur being mentioned as a tyrant and Roberts believes that this shows how his image was manipulated to display him in a bad light.
 Their evidence on this could well have been on oral tradition or perhaps sources lost to our present time. Based on the evidence which we have to go on, these details cannot be relied upon to be historically correct.
 
Thomas Green stated that another four or five 6th and 7th century texts could also be regarded as useful sources of Arthur. These welsh texts range from c. 900 to the 11th century and allude to Arthur in various ways. These other Welsh texts are within the Black Book of Camarthen, the Book of Taliesin, the White Book of Rhydderch, the Red Book of Hergest and the Book of Aneirin. The Preideu Annwfyn, within the Book of Taliesin, is dated by John Koch to have been written in the 8th century, which would mean that it was written prior to the Historia Brittonum.
 Other examples are Englynion y Beddau from the Black Book of Camarthen, which alludes to Arthur not having a grave, giving credence to the idea that Arthur will one day rise again and is dated, by Jenny Rowland, to the 9th century.
 The most significant poem in this book is Pa gur yv y Porthaur and is dated to the 9th or 10th century.
 Another is the Ymddidan Arthur a’r Eryr in which Arthur speaks to his dead nephew. These poems give sentiments which formed a more rounded idea of Arthur and seemed to create a starting point for further literary icons to be built upon.
The welsh poem, Y Gododdin, by Aneirin in The Book of Aneirin, compares the character, Gwawrddur, to Arthur, when he gave food to the ravens, and is described as being an unrivalled ‘paragon of martial valour.’
 This characteristic is also seen in other non-Galfridean texts such as the 7th century Marwnad Cynddylan and 12th century Gogynfeirdd.
 Y Gododdin does not give any biographical details, but is dated to be prior to the Historia Brittonum and the Annales Cambriae, going as far back as the 7th century, c. 600, as it is only present in the B version.

 However, John Koch states that he has translated the poem as it would have been in its original form, and believes that Arthur would have been mentioned in the A version too.
 It is in this poem that Arthur is mentioned as a model of courage, giving cause to believe that even by the 7th century, he was a known figure. However, it cannot be proven entirely to have been in the original poem. Nevertheless, Jones sees this as proof of a real person because he believes that no references to legendary or fake figures occur in welsh heroic poetry.
 On the other hand, Thomas Green states that late poetry cannot be seen to be historically reliable. 
 Having said that, he then goes on to explain how Y Gododdin uses Arthur for a character comparison, and that such comparisons were often made to historical people. With his statements being rather contradictory, we can only try to assume what he means, by distinguishing between early and late poetry, and this being of the former. Rowland confirms that in welsh poetry works, nearly all people are historical figures.
 Again, the use of the word ‘nearly’ creates some confusion as leaves a loophole for the odd piece of poetry, perhaps this piece. Padel believes that Arthur was used in this poem to give a sense of an ‘impossible comparison’ due to the high regard which people held him in.
 It is in this source that Arthur is seen as a warrior ideal. 

A Welsh poem, Culhwch ac Olwen, from c. 1100, is from the Red Book of Hergest and describes how Culhwch is eclipsed by Arthur when Arthur and his companions complete the tasks which were previously assigned to him. Ceridwen Lloyd-Morgan splits Arthur within welsh literature into two separate characterisations: poetry and narrative. She states that the use of Arthur in poetry focuses on magic, a warrior’s life and a masculine world. The narrative portrayal of him, however, is that of a settled man who presides over a court. Culhwch ac Owen is an example of this narrative in which he has courtly companions. In one story he hunts a boar, and in another he searches for a cauldron in the Otherworld, linking back to suggest that Lloyd-Morgan’s idea about welsh narrative being about masculinity is not always correct.
 Green sees this poem as a literary composition which was clearly based on previous oral and legendary Arthurian tales.

Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae, c. 1138, the source of the Arthurian legend, as it is sometimes referred to, is described as the first retelling of Britain’s foundations and has been said by some to be historically incorrect and reads more as a narrative.
 Green seems to think that Monmouth’s account of Arthur is so embellished that evidence of Arthur can only be taken from before this publication was available.
 This text was available from 1139 and it is in this source that Arthur seems to transition from the fragmented welsh hero to a more rounded romantic character as it was Monmouth that pieced together the story of Arthur. 

 This ideal of Arthur was possible due to the lack of biographical details in which were known about him, allowing the gaps in the knowledge to be filled according to what the author or society required or thought suitable at the time of writing. Geoffrey of Monmouth mentions in Chapter 1 that Gildas failed to mention Arthur ‘although his actions deserved [and received] immortal fame.’
 Dumville seems to think that it was Magnus Maximus who was the literary source of inspiration for Monmouth.
 This was also the man who was most significant in Gildas’ work. In the 9th century, Maximus took troops to Gaul, seized the throne and established himself in Gaul and Spain, being killed in 388 when trying to take Italy. However, his life has since changed to include a family from which rulers have since claimed descent.
 This was ‘accepted as genuine history’ and was only discerned by Ailred of Rievaulx and William of Newburgh.
 
This work formed the basis of the verse and prose romances which followed and became popular in the age of chivalry.
 Poole seems to think that over time, and little by little, details were added to the story of Arthur such as Lancelot and Percival.
 Polydore Vergil went on to write a history of England, and through his research decided that Monmouth’s work was an unjustifiable mix of fact and fiction, stating that Brut’s finding of Britain was completely unfounded.
 However, it must be considered that Monmouth said that he translated a very old text given to him by the Archdeacon of Oxford in order to create his Historia Regum Britanniae.


 It is possible that this was true, but it is also possible that he was just a translator of knowledge and perhaps said this in order to not be held account for stories he would choose to add in. Gillingham proposes the idea that it was written to tell the elite what they wanted to hear, rather than as a historical piece of work, and believes it focusses on prophecy.
 This is seen in Chapter 1 when he dedicates it to Robert, Earl of Gloucester, giving rise to believe that this may have been an attempt to pay homage to the Earl, just as praise poetry was used.
 Echard believes that his book was themed around the idea of it being unachievable to have a strong and legitimate central ruling system, and this may be due to the sociological climate, that of the Anarchy.
 That being said, the description of Arthur’s Caerleon court could be because of the quarrels over episcopal supremacy of the time.
 
Thomas Malory’s ‘Le Morte Darthur’ was originally published in 1485, by Caxton in Westminster.
 It must be kept in mind that Caxton was also an editor and translator of books. Malory’s Arthurian romances have been described as a ‘remarkable example of literary revival.’
 Eugene Venaver seems to think that Malory’s material was brought over from the French and was used to give examples of preferable morals.
 In his work, Malory makes Arthur a conqueror over others, giving him qualities of leadership, chivalry and masculinity. These could perhaps be qualities surmised by the other sources, such as him winning at the Battle of Badon, or it could be being used as an analogy for the desired monarchy at the time of writing. At the time of print, there was a dispute over the throne of England between rivalling families. Between 1461 and 1485, the throne changed hands six times.
 This change of the throne occupancy was named the Wars of the Roses and saw a period of social disorder.
 The idealised portrait of Arthur could be considered a tribute to Henry V, the father of the Lancastrian King, Henry VI, who took the throne in 1422.
 Arthur’s expedition against the Romans are seen as being similar to Henry V’s campaign in France. Arthur also hires two chieftains to rule in his absence, just as Henry V did. It was this borrowing of Henry V’s victories, and the idea of chivalry which allowed Malory to make Arthur into ‘the most accomplished and dignified champion of chivalry’.
 In a time of political upheaval, it seems that Malory could have used this literary work to remind the elite of the chivalrous qualities deemed good for a chivalrous knight.

Through these literary contexts, Arthur became a national hero who was drawn on by other monarchs. These included King Henry VIII when he repaired and repainted the round table, being dated to the 13th century, Edward I encouraging these legends and the Order of the Garter being founded in 1346.
 Arthur’s ideal is seen to be chivalrous, brave and romantic. He is often characterised as being English, with connections to Cornwall and Somerset and it is agreed in most theories that Arthur was a Briton, whether he be real or imaginary.
 Nevertheless, as Green notes, four of the battles listed in the Historia Brittonum mention Linnius, which was an individual Anglo-Saxon kingdom in the 7th century and is in modern-day Lincolnshire.
 Poole seems to think that Arthur was of Celtic origin, but that he was quickly adopted by England.
 The public’s perception of King Arthur being an English King is unfounded and there is no biographical evidence to suggest this. That he had magical experiences, had a wife called Guinevere and hosted the Knights of the roundtable again are only rumoured. No historical evidence is present which suggests his wife’s name or that there were occasions of miracle or ‘magic’. The fact that he commanded the knights of the round table can be seen within the idea of him fighting the battles at Badon and Camlann, aswell as the other ones mentioned in the Historia Brittonum. Nevertheless, it lists the battles and does not explicitly say that he commanded these battles. The critical debate of this essay regarding Arthur’s historicity confirms a man’s triumph in battle, but other sources disregard this and give it to another person. Therefore, it cannot be deemed certain that it was Arthur who was the triumphant commander. It seems that Arthur’s only ‘claim to historical fame is that he fought and defeated the invading Anglo-Saxons.’
 The lack of key biographical details available for Arthur can be seen to have made him amenable to literary work available in his name. The lack of facts mean that the information, even if embellished within these literary contexts, have no way of being disproved or questioned, especially at a time when chivalry and honesty was deemed important.  It seems that apart from being a war hero, ‘all other claims…belong to the legendary Arthur and do not appear in the earliest sources.’

It seems that even if he was a military victor, as more embellishments were added, the Arthur that was created became more of a legendary figure.
 Dumville agrees that the evidence which is available, can only be used to conclude that Arthur is a figure of legend.
 Sir John Rhys however, says that he is a figure of mythology rather than legend.
 It is this lack of biographical detail which allows us to say that ‘there existed by the 9th century at the latest a concept of Arthur as a historical figure’ but that the sources are not of a good enough quality to come to any further conclusion than this. 
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