To what extent is Gerald of Wales a reliable witness to the culture and society of England and Wales in the 12th Century
There is no doubt as to the importance of Gerald of Wales as a source for the study of Medieval culture and society.[footnoteRef:1] The Description of Wales offers a vivid and significant insight into twelfth century Wales and provides evidence as to the purpose of literature in twelfth century Norman England.    [1:  H, Pryce (1986) In Search of a Medieval Society: Deheubarth in the writings of Gerald of Wales’. Welsh History Review.  p265 (accessed 7.10.21)] 

This paper will examine Gerald’s ideas and attitudes towards social, moral, and political culture, moulded by a noble family lineage, contemporary scholarship, significant social status, and commitment to serving the Church. The expression of thought and narrative used by Gerald of Wales will determine the reliability of the author as a witness to 12th Century medieval culture and society, predominantly focusing on Wales.
It was the intention of Gerald to compile a history more remarkable for its truth than for its elegance, following the example of the sixth Century British monk Gildas.[footnoteRef:2] This statement indicates that within the acutely observed detail and coherent structure of The Description of Wales [footnoteRef:3] is a history of fact and reliability. It is the choice of subject material used and not used to portray Wales, when critically analysed, that denotes Gerald’s personal, subjective views and gives cause to question his reliability as a witness.[footnoteRef:4]  [2:  Gerald of Wales, The Description of Wales, trans. by David Price (1912) p.148. Gildas was known for his severely critical polemic ‘De Excido et Conquestu Britanniae’]  [3:  H, Pryce (1986) In Search of a Medieval Society: Deheubarth in the writings of Gerald of Wales. Welsh History Review. p265]  [4:  Ibid., p.266] 

Gerald’s generalizations about the Welsh are not adequate as a guide to fully comprehend Welsh society. From reading The Description alone we might assume that all Welsh chose to live in temporary dwellings near forests,[footnoteRef:5] culturally devoid of towns, villages, or castles. This image implies that all Welsh were inhabitants of this custom, yet he himself was born at Manorbier Castle, his father’s residence, in Pembrokeshire.  His partial observations do not expose the affluence that was present in Welsh society; Gerald’s literary career owed much to the patronage of his family.[footnoteRef:6] Pryce argues ‘the silences on the structure of lordship and exploitation which made Gerald’s career possible underline his limitations as an author who depicts only that which bears immediately on his life.’[footnoteRef:7]  [5:  Khanmohamadi, S. (2014) Autoethnography and the Partial Gazes of Gerald of Wales ‘In Light of Another’s World (European Ethnography in the Middle Ages’, Subjective Beginnings: 2: 42 (Accessed 7.10.21) ]  [6:   H, Pryce. (1986) In Search of a Medieval Society: Deheubarth in the writings of Gerald of Wales. p.267]  [7: 7 Ibid., p.267] 

Gerald’s emphasis on Welsh pastoralism was not dissimilar to other Western writers. He wrote in The Description of Wales[footnoteRef:8] that arable agriculture was not extensive, and the diet of the people consisted of mainly oats and dairy products, with more met than bread. Even when they did plough, their agriculture was less extensive than the English kind; they ploughed only in spring, not three times a year. Gerald viewed pastoralism as a way of life, not as an extraneous and unconnected fact about the people they were describing.[footnoteRef:9] Bartlett argues that archaeological and documentary evidence suggest the Welsh economy fared substantially favourably than Gerald’s accounts would have us believe[footnoteRef:10]. It is within reason to surmise that Gerald’s accounts are not wholly reliable and applying other resources gives a more complete picture of Medieval Wales.  [8:  Gerald of Wales The Description of Wales, trans.ed. by David Price (1912)]  [9:  Bartlett R. (2006) Gerald of Wales A voice of the Middle Ages 2006 p.133]  [10:  Ibid., p.134] 

Gerald wrote, not as an English cleric per se, but rather a Marcher with an international education and a Welsh lineage that overshadowed his Norman ancestry[footnoteRef:11]. His dividing of The Description into two books displays the good and bad points of the Welsh. Book one pleasantly affirms the Welsh as hospitable, intelligent, and devoted to the Church with positive praise for their courage and nationalism. Book two condemns the nation as being uncivilised, savage, and barbaric, and so very different from any other nation[footnoteRef:12]. This duality of discourse and the author’s approach of studying his object of choice from an opposing gaze suggests a comparison with contemporary Anglo-Norman life, evident when describing the Welsh with what they do not do or have “non urbe, non vico, non castris”.[footnoteRef:13] With this interpretation, affording Gerald the title of reliability, is somewhat thwarted as his work is shaped by the sociological development of his day, rather than a being an unbiased, truthful, representation of his subject.  [11:  Marsden, R (2011) Gerald of Wales and Competing Interpretations of the Welsh Middle Ages c. 1870-1910. Welsh History Review, 25 (3) p 314-345 (accessed www.oro.open.ac.uk on 8.10.21)]  [12:  The Description of Wales by Gerald of Wales ]  [13:  Khanmohamadi, S (2014) Subjective Beginnings: Autoethnography and the Partial Gazes of Gerald of    Wales. p42 ] 

The reliability of Gerald as a reliable witness needs to be considered regarding who his audience was at the time. His interpretations of medieval life were adjusted to suit the political and cultural hierarchies of the time but also as damage limitation to his own reputation. It is suggested that Gerald had a primarily Anglo-Norman audience in mind for The Description by its Latin language composition, as well as the dedication to Stephen Langton, Archbishop of Canterbury.[footnoteRef:14] The last chapters “In what manner this Nation is to be overcome” and “In What way they should be governed” champion both Anglo-Norman viewpoints and Welsh.[footnoteRef:15] The features of the text portray Gerald as ‘native informant’ to the colonizer yet his advice to the Welsh on resisting the Normans suggests that Gerald had a native Welsh audience in mind as The Description arguably functions as a work of colonial ethnography rather than culture focused.[footnoteRef:16] Gerald very rarely depicts the poor and common people in his work and was primarily interested in the rulers of Wales, largely ignoring how the changes in political lordship and control of castles affected the majority of the population.[footnoteRef:17] This lack of observation from the author’s belief in his own cultural superiority indicate unreliability as a witness to twelfth century life.  [14:  Ibid., p43]  [15:  The Description of Wales by Gerald of Wales.  pp 23 - 25]  [16:  Khanmohamadi, S (2014) Subjective Beginnings: p43]  [17:  H, Pryce (1986) In Search of a Medieval Society. p270] 

Gerald’s background shaped his portrayal of Welsh society, his prominent Norman family and class in West Wales alongside family links to the royal family of Deheubarth, which allowed him to inhabit the cultural orbits of England, native Wales, and the Welsh March simultaneously.[footnoteRef:18] Within this culture Gerald describes himself more historic,[footnoteRef:19] in the manner of a historian. Subsequently, scholars have disputed the dependability of Gerald’s work and his claim to be a historian. John Green listed Gerald among ‘the chief sources’ for the reign of Henry II and called him ‘the father of our popular literature’[footnoteRef:20] though his own notions of the Welsh were unsympathetic. The Description has been a key source for historical writers containing a balanced view of twelfth century Welsh society and a wealth of information. The prose being written in Latin rather than Welsh arguably removes mythic romanticism that could have sullied the meaning.  Owen Edwards in 1906 proclaimed upon reading the Description that the ‘Wales of the twelfth century appears before us in life like reality’[footnoteRef:21]. As author of the books Gerald was compelled to write in the “First Preface”[footnoteRef:22] “I have been inspired to think that it may be a useful and praiseworthy service to those who come after me if I can set down in full some of the secrets of my own native land”[footnoteRef:23] In “Preface Two” he states “I have also rescued from oblivion some of the remarkable events of our own times.”[footnoteRef:24] Accepting the authors wishes to value The Description as a memory of medieval culture and society, and that for centuries scholars have applied his exceptional recording skills to delve into 12th Century lives, Gerald proves his worth as a reliable witness.  [18:  Marsden, R (2011) Gerald of Wales and Competing Interpretations of the Welsh Middle Ages c. 1870-1910.  pp59-60]  [19:  Khanmohamadi, S. Subjective Beginnings.  p52]  [20:  Marsden, R Gerald of Wales and Competing Interpretations. p322]  [21:  Ibid., p 335]  [22:  The Description of Wales by Gerald of Wales. pp 145-149]  [23:  Gerald of Wales The Description of Wales.  pp. 145-153]  [24:  Ibid., p 145-153] 

Without Gerald of Wales’s Description of Wales and the wealth of information it contains, future generations would have little knowledge of the culture or society of medieval Wales. Gerald was witness to the fluctuating social, economic, and political proceedings of the time and the consequences of events. The intelligence and ambition that enabled him to document that which he observed, in an ethnographical format unheard of at the time, can be deemed a success. To acknowledge Gerald as a reliable witness is dependent on who reads the source and in what context they are reading. Gerald presents conflicting descriptions of people and events.  Without comprehending why he did this, it is plausible to imagine that this was done through an unreliable sighting of occurrences and desire to fabricate the findings. This is not applicable to Gerald. He may have written within the confines of his social and cultural climate, referring to his depictions as a ‘still life’ of Welsh customs, attempting to preserve the native customs against the surge of Anglo-Norman cultural norms. The resulting picture of Medieval Wales, drawn in language by Gerald, captures the diversity, complexity and depth of 12th Century culture and society. 
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