A Book Review on Karen Jankulak’s 
Geoffrey of Monmouth


Jankulak opens her introduction with a straight to the point description of what this book is about. ‘Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae, The History of the Kings of Britain. Completed by 1139’. This opening sentence sets the tone for the rest of the book; the author has included a lot of information into 105 pages using a straightforward and unaffected writing style. Jankulak does not suggest an argument in the introduction, this is not a controversial text rather an investigative one. For example, in chapter one there is a discussion as to where Geoffrey was from and whether he was Welsh. Jankulak does not offer a decisive opinion, she offers evidence to support different claims. Far from confusing the issue, this method serves to provide context for the Anglo-Norman-Welsh conflicts that existed at the time. The main objective of this work is to situate Geoffrey in his proper historical context and not just as a major contributor to the Arthurian legend. There are nine chapters, all of which describe Geoffrey’s work and, also the context in which he was writing. All the chapters are relatively short and act as launching points for more comprehensive studies. 
Chapter one is titled, ‘Geoffrey of Monmouth and his Work’. This chapter creates a contextual foundation for the rest of the book. Here, Janulak discusses how poetry was used as an historical record and stresses the importance of such a method of relaying information. A potential bias of Geoffrey’s is discussed in identifying his chief patron, Robert of Gloucester as a supporter of the empress Matilda during the civil war.
Chapter two is called, ‘Historia Regum Britanniae and its Sources’. This is a very interesting chapter that discusses how much of Geoffrey’s work was fabricated and how much was taken from other sources. This is a particularly useful chapter for gaining knowledge of contemporary and older scholars.
Chapter three is titled, ‘Geoffrey’s models: Thinking about History in Medieval Wales and Ireland’. In this chapter, we see Geoffrey’s work set in the wider context of British and world history. Here, Janulak discusses how Geoffrey’s work suggests a notion of a unified Britain and a national identity and to what genre Geoffrey’s work could belong. I thought this was a particularly fascinating chapter which raised the question of, to what extent did Geoffrey’s contemporaries consider their thoughts their own and how much did they attribute to god?
Chapter four is titled, ‘Geoffrey’s Welsh Inheritance: the Red Dragon and the Promise of Sovereignty’. This chapter discusses the mythical lost sovereignty which united all of Britain and introduces the ‘Dragons’ that have become so synonymous with Welsh culture and identity. What was of particular interest here was the idea of a unified British identity, this is not something I would have thought existed in the twelfth century. 
Chapter five is titled, ‘Britain and Rome’. This chapter discusses the Roman invasion of Britain from the perspective of different historians including Gildas. The Roman invasion and conquest of Britain today seems so distant, Jankulak’s description of how real and present it was to the minds of the people of the twelfth century is fascinating. 
Chapter six is titled, ‘Magnus Maximus and the Colonisation of Brittany’. This was a particularly interesting chapter as it highlights the importance of Brittany in the medieval world. I had been completely ignorant of the importance of the island of Brittany to the idea of a unified British consciousness in the medieval period.
Chapter seven is titled, ‘The Arthurian Section of the Historia Regum Britanniae’. This chapter further stresses the importance of Brittany. What I found enjoyable about this chapter is that I have always found the Arthurian legends quite boring and I skimmed through this section of Geoffrey’s work. Reading Jankulak’s description of how Arthurian stories were perceived by a contemporary audience, however, has made me re-think my views on Arthur.  
Chapter eight is called, ‘Merlin, Prophetiae Merlini and Vita Merlini’. This was a very interesting chapter as I had always thought of Merlin as a purely Welsh legend but here Jankulak discusses Geoffrey’s confused approach to Merlin’s national identity. Geoffrey created Merlin as a Welsh and Scottish figure and I would be interested to find out why, for example, was it a political decision? Jankulak also stresses that Merlin was a marginal character in the ‘Historia Regum Britanniae’, which raises the question of, how did he become such an integral aspect of British culture?
Chapter nine is titled, ‘Welsh Tradition and Geoffrey’s Legacy’. This chapter discusses the growing sense of tension between the Welsh and English and how Geoffrey came to be considered a Welsh figure with many aspects of his work becoming synonymous with Welsh culture. It is quite strange to find out how and why so many of the things I consider integral to my own heritage came to be. This chapter would be of use for anyone interested in the continuing influence of Geoffrey’s work. 
The only criticism I have of this book is that there is no glossary, there were several words such as sens or magister that I had to look up. This work meets its objectives in that it is a detailed and well-researched discussion of Geoffrey’s work and, although Arthur is covered in this book, he is not the focus rather Geoffrey’s work as a whole is. What I thought was particularly well presented in this book was setting Geoffrey’s work in context, in only 105 pages, there was a lot of information regarding not only Geoffrey’s period but how the past was visualised by his contemporaries. I would highly recommend this book to anyone but especially to someone with an interest in the conceptualisation of ‘Britain’ in the twelfth century, medieval mysticism, or Welsh history. Having already read Geoffrey’s Historia Regum Britanniae I would like to read it again using this book as a guide, I feel that this would provide a new perspective and a deeper understanding of Geoffrey’s work.

 



