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Glastonbury—History and Legend


The island of Glastonbury, which is topped by the great hill of Glastonbury Tor, lies in a large flat plain of marshland on the northern edge of Somerset, the Somerset Levels. The islasnd is made up of hill is of rounded ovular shape, composed of Jurassic blue limestone with a crown of hard sandstone, ruptured by periodic instability of the base strata—which some mystics claim to trace out a ‘labyrinth’. The remains at Glastonbury centre on two locations: the Tor itself, and the Abbey, which lies on the flat a short distance from the base of the hill. The island of Glastonbury itself is remarkable in geological terms, though in some ways more remarkable is the town of Glastonbury: a thriving testimony to the appeal of romance, mysticism and ‘alternative’ culture. 

The fact that archaeologists have looked for early settlement at Glastonbury in the first instance is due to the strong antiquarian tradition of the site. The evidence of early hagiography and the history of a putatively early church on the site (St Mary’s) were enhanced by a programme of antiquarian writing in the early twelfth century and, subsequently, by direct fabrication of documents claiming antiquarian significance for the site. 

First we will examine the site itself.


The Tor

In the 1960s, Philip Rahtz discovered evidence of a sixth-century settlement on the Tor, with cellular buildings, graves, metalwork and imported pottery. There used to be some suggestion that the Tor was an overtly religious site, but this idea was in part inspired by a false idea that the imported pottery types found at the site had religious associations (based on a mistaken interpretation of Tintagel—see below). Finding the Grail might have clinched this argument! Rahtz has, however, continued to maintain that there is not definite reason to maintain that the Tor is not a religious site that later expanded down to the present Abbey site.  This remains controversial.


The Abbey

The date of the first church on the area below the Tor is unclear. At the moment archaeologists are reluctant to admit to any date prior to the eighth century—though some stray surface finds handed in by collectors, claimed for the Abbey precinct, date to the sixth century. One of the results of the forgeries that were made at the end of the twelfth century is probably to increase our scepticism of the early significance of what may indeed have been a significant site—who knows, perhaps the sort of place where a sixth-century king may have been buried? 

The Ancient Church of Glastonbury and the ‘Grave’ of Arthur

In c.1130 William of Malmsbury was commissioned to write on the history and antiquity of the abbey. William was a scrupulous antiquary by the standards of his time and he built the detail of legends and cults at Glastonbury into a substantial history, but not through uncritical acceptance of spurious facts. The resting places of no less that SS. David, Patrick, Brigit and Benignus were claimed for Glastonbury in this period, as well as more local saints. In reality these claims were probably inspired by the presence of relics of those saints on the site—brought to the site in the later part of the first millennium; but the propaganda of Glastonbury had considerable effect in enhancing the site’s prestige. This is hardly unique to Glastonbury, however: saints’ relics, as likely as not spurious in many cases, underpin many lucrative pilgrimage centres of the Middle Ages. William treated these cases critically in his history. The writing of an extensive history of this type was sufficient to enhance the status of the antiquities of the site. Caradoc of Llancarfan and Gerald of Wales also wrote accounts of the site and its cults in the same century, and it has been suggested that these too were commissioned works. 

With their focus on relics and antiquities, these histories present the archaeologist with an unusual level of detail concerning the site. The church of St Mary, seemingly made of wood, was claimed for considerable antiquity—and it may indeed have been some centuries old.  The present Lady Chapel is supposed to replicate the dimensions of the ground plan of the ancient church of St Mary. Excavations by Radford identified the existence of an early burial ground, centred on the site of the Lady Chapel.  This seems to confirm the location of the early church. The early church, evidently built of wood, was destroyed by fire in 1184.  

It was during the building work for a new church that a grave was ‘found’ to the south of what is now the Lady Chapel. In this grave was a burial in a split-log coffin. This is a not uncommon form of early medieval coffin, made by hollowing out two halves of a log: when it is put back together it looks like a log again, but inside remaining hollow (like two dugout canoes put together). The coffin contained two burials, a man and a woman, and a cross, simply made of lead, which carried the inscription HIC IACET SEPULTUS ARTURUS REX IN INSULA AVALONIA (Here lies buried King Arthur in the Isle of Avalon). Reports of the text of the inscription vary slightly from writer to writer, but there is little doubt that this was the gist of the message. The cross itself has disappeared, though it was for a long time in the possession of the nearby cathedral at Bath. A drawing of the cross by the antiquary Camden makes clear its shape and lettering.  

The grave site itself was rediscovered in 1962-3 by Radford. This proved to be a small backfilled trench which was datable as the grave of the 1190s by the fact that its fill contained chips of the same marble used in the construction of the Lady Chapel—making its filling no earlier than the building of the chapel, and most likely very soon after its construction. Two ‘pyramids’ (no doubt cross-bases ) which were set to stand at either end of the grave also were located by the trenches from which they had been later removed.

Glastonbury is an island. Perhaps it is the basis for the ‘Avalon’ element in the legend, just as the cross implies. The claim that Glastonbury is the Isle of Avalon of Geoffrey of Monmouth is independent, and is found in Gerald of Wales—though that is not saying much. The coffin is of a type that could be early. But we must start from the assumption that the find is a forgery. The monks of Glastonbury had already made elaborately-staged attempts to claim Glastonbury as the burial place of St Patrick and of St Dunstan—claims refuted by contemporary chroniclers.  The discovery of Arthur’s grave must be understood in this context—the staging of the event even replicated some aspects of the discovery of ‘Dunstan’s’ grave. Why is it likely to be a forgery? Here we must consider the medieval passion for pilgrimage to sites of saints and other holy figures. To own the grave of Arthur was virtually a license to mint money. The grand monastery and the later prosperity of Glastonbury are a good measure of this. The tourist coaches which pour into the town today simply continue the tradition. The site itself had recently passed into the hands of Norman abbots. Around this time Geoffrey of Monmouth had been raising Norman awareness of the sentimental and political mileage in the Arthurian legend. The Normans, anyway, were notorious for rewriting their own history to suit national or family needs. On the national point, we may also note the use of rex (king) fits a later, rather than earlier image of Arthur. 

The bones were reinterred in a marble tomb in the cathedral of Glastonbury Abbey whence they were scattered by Cromwell’s men in the time of Henry VIII. The bones have not been rediscovered, but, in view of what is discussed below, testing of the bones might only yield confusing data anyway, as they are probably genuinely earlier than the medieval period.


The Elements of the Grave

We may note a few facts at this point. The grave itself is within the churchyard of the wooden church which preceded the present one. There is then every likelihood that the grave, the coffin and the bones were genuinely early. How early? Maybe seventh century, maybe earlier. The monks may have discovered the grave during building work and realised the potential for publicity. We may speculate that there were legends already associated with the site, which gave them the idea. A bit like the archaeologists of today. Probably they felt they were simply embellishing the truth. 

Let us consider a comparable case. Around 1270, at St Davids, John de Gamages claimed to have had revealed to him a vision the body of St David, which led to the body being found outside the southern door, ‘at the fixed measure of paces shown to him in the vision’.  The bones enshrined from this discovery were tested in the 1990s and it was revealed that they dated from between 1000 and 1200—entirely consistent with the body being that of an unknown person from the cemetery around the twelfth-century cathedral. This is very comparable to the situation at Glastonbury. ‘Old’ graves could be found around the church—but how old?

The cross itself is puzzling. Its lettering is not sixth century, but neither is it twelfth. It is most like that found on Anglo Saxon coins of the eighth and ninth centuries. Leslie Alcock puts forward by far the most convincing explanation for the lettering on the cross. The monk who forged it went to the library of the church and found the oldest manuscript—presumably no older than the church itself. It looked ‘old’, no one would know that it was not old enough to be authentic. A bit like the Olde Worlde teashop in the town with its sign in ‘Gothic’ lettering. 
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