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To what extent is there any ‘evidence’ to suggest that Arthur was a ‘historical’ character?’

The hunt for the true historical Arthur continues, with scholars and researchers reinterpreting old evidence in new ways to prove the validity of their work. The search for Arthur is complicated by the varied nature of the material available, from early manuscripts to recent archaeology. To take a theory about Arthur, then present a list of selected facts to support it can be a misleading process, if the evidence is not carefully considered.
Arthur is a puzzle, with his name at the centre surrounded by different versions of his history which cannot all be true, Furthermore, it is impossible to place the evidence in a clear chronological order as much of it cannot be easily dated.
This essay will look at some of the evidence and will also highlight the search for an Arthur who although possibly not a historical person, is part of a changing cultural history over a long period of time. Charles-Edwards has stated that ‘the later conceptions of Arthur are likely to interest historians, almost as much as they do students of medieval literature.’ 1 This essay will suggest that all conceptions of Arthur are related to history in a sense which is not necessarily factual. 
The past can never be completely known, and history can only show a limited representation of it. Historians have no choice but to take apparent elements of the past and connect them to make an interesting picture of events. 2
However, historians have a responsibility to recreate this picture of events as accurately as possible. Charles-Edwards has promoted good practice in respect of the study of Arthur. He suggests studying the sources before developing the theory and understanding that even contemporary sources may not be accurate. 3 This second point is an interesting one that can be seen today in examples of differing accounts of the same event across newspapers and social media.
However, it may be fruitful at times to follow a hunch. If there is a hint of a pattern discernible in the material, it may be worth following with an open mind. 
The next section of the essay covers the evidence from manuscripts for the existence of a historical Arthur as a sixth century battle leader. The summary of Thomas Green in The Historicity and Historicisation of Arthur has been used for guidance to the sources. 4 
The Historia Regum Britanniae by Geoffrey de Monmouth is apparently the starting point for a large amount of Arthurian material and this work strongly influenced subsequent views of the legendary leader. Prior to this, in the period known as pre-Galfridian, there are three key references to Arthur in historical manuscripts, which are used to support, and to deny, claims of his existence. They are the Annales Cabmbriae, the Historia Brittonum  and Y Gododdin.
The Annales Cabmbriae, were compiled in Wales probably in the tenth century. They list two battles fought by Arthur. The Battle of Badon in around 518, where Arthur carried a cross on his shoulder for three days and three nights and the Battle of Camlann in around AD 537 where Arthur and Merdraut fell. 5 As the Annales were probably compiled after the dates of the battles and there is no guarantee of accuracy. David Dumville has argued that the earlier recorded dates in the Annales were not put into writing until circa 770 or later. 6
Therefore, the accuracy of the dates can certainly not be guaranteed, and the accuracy of the place names cannot be verified. The battle sites have not been definitively identified. Despite this it is an intriguing early reference to Arthur.
  The Historia Brittonum, a history of the Britons, was compiled circa the ninth century. Arthur appears as a victorious battle commander described as dux bellorum and a total of twelve battles are listed. 
	1. The Mouth of the River Gleni.

	2. The River Duglus in the Region Linuis.
3. The River Duglus in the Region Linius.
4. The River Duglus in the region Linius.
5. The River Duglus in the region Linius.
6. The River Bassas.
7. The Wood Celidon. (called Cat Coit Celidon by the Britons.)
8. Near Gurnion or Guinnon Castle.
9. The City of Legion. (called by us Cair Lion.)
10. The River Trat Treuroit.
11. The Mountain Breguoin. (called Cat Bregion.)
12. The Hill of Badon.



Table of the twelve battles won by Arthur according to a translation of the Historia Brittonum. 7
Because of the number of places named in the manuscript and the difficulty in identifying locations after a long time period, there have been many interpretations of this information. The Battle of Badon, Monte Badoni, has received most attention and it is also mentioned in the Annales Cambriae. The hill of Badon has been identified in several places, but it is impossible to identify decisively. According to the description in the Historia Brittonum of the Battle of Badon, Arthur is a man of superhuman strength as ‘In this engagement, nine hundred and forty fell by his hand alone, no one but the Lord affording him assistance.’ 8 It is an impressive picture of Arthur as a great battle leader.
This could be accepted as a veracious account. There is no reason to think that Arthur is not a genuine historical figure. The listing of the battles is in keeping with a set of recorded facts. On first appraisal it gives the impression of providing factual information. 
However, the description of Arthur killing nine hundered and forty men is not likely to be true. The superhuman strength shown by Arthur is more characteristic of a figure from mythology or folklore, which is the other side of Arthur. 
Although the Historia Brittonum is often taken as an accurate and factual account of history, there is always doubt when dealing with manuscripts of an early date. David Dumville has questioned the idea that the document was made up of several earlier pieces put together in their original form, which is the claim of the ‘Nennian’ prologue and sees the piece as a written ‘synthetic’ history put together by the author, transforming any original material. 9
The way fact and fiction are defined today, is unlikely to be the way they were viewed in the medieval past. Information resources were scarce and literacy skills were not widespread. The histories written in the past cannot be taken at face value.
It is also notable that the list of twelve battles fought by Arthur appears to have materialised out of thin air. In De Excidio et Conquestu Britanniae, a source of information created much closer in time to the alleged date of Arthur’s battles, the Battle of Badon is referred to without any word of Arthur. If he had killed nine hundred and forty men as the battle leader at Badon, De Excidio should have covered it.
  Several explanations have been given for this omission. It may perhaps confirm that Arthur was not a real part of the history of the time. Alternatively it may be that he was so well known that there was no need to mention his name. One suggestion is that the author Gildas disapproved of Arthur. 10 Another viewpoint is that as no victor is named by Gildas, Arthur is as likely to be the victor as any other person. To try to resolve this argument, Oliver Padel has re-examined the original manuscript of De Excidio and found that a break, used in translations between the section on the battle of Badon and the adjoining section did not appear to occur in the original manuscript.  If this is correct, Ambrosius is implicated as the successful leader in the battle of Badon. 11 
It would be reasonable to believe that if Arthur had led his men to a great victory at the Battle of Badon, he would be named as the victor in De Excidio. However, there is no way of identifying the extent of Arthur’s role in the oral culture existing alongside any written records. He may have been widely remembered as commander of the real battle in the oral tradition and at the same time forgotten by Gildas for a reason long lost.
One other important reference to Arthur is in one of the two surviving texts of the heroic death songs making up Y Gododdin. The verses elegise warriors from the Firth of Forth who together with supporters from other parts of Britain fought against the Anglo-Saxons at Catraeth (possibly Catterick). They were defeated by the larger Anglo-Saxon forces and Aneurin, said to have survived the battle, is named as author of the poem. 
The date of the battle of Catraeth implied in the work is circa 600 A.D. but one of the surviving manuscript has a thirteenth century date. The work has been taken as a possible early reference to Arthur, but as is the case with early periods, it is not possible to ascertain an accurate date of composition or an accurate date for the source of the version in the manuscript, if any. David Dumville has suggested a date between the sixth century, which is the date implied within the text he has studied, and the end of the eleventh century, a conclusion reached using Insular script as verification. 12
In Y Gododdin Arthur is mentioned very briefly in connection to another figure who has shown great bravery in battle. The reference is to a man named Gwarddur who slays more than three hundred of the best warriors. Gwarddur is said to be an exceptional man at the frontline of the battle. Black crows feed from the men he has killed ‘though he was no Arthur.’ 13 These few words do not prove that Arthur was a real person from history, but they are an early example of his name and an example of how a few words can be scrutinised repeatedly in the search for this elusive man. 
 To turn to evidence which uncovers a different type of Arthur, the following section of the essay looks to some further relevant texts. The name Arthur was linked to early pieces of writing which place him in a supernatural world.
Oliver Padel has noted that in the Historia Brittonum, as well as the piece on Arthur’s twelve battles, Arthur’s name appears in the Mirabilia, which is a list of the thirteen wonders of Britain, added at the end of the main document in most existing versions.14
The first wonder connected to Arthur is Carn Cabal, a mound of stones with the top stone bearing the footprint of Arthur’s dog (named after a horse) Cabal. The stone if removed, soon returns to its place at the top of the mound. A possible location is Carn Gafallt near Rhaeadr in Wales. According to the Mirabilia, the dog’s footprint was made during Arthur’s hunt of the boar Troit. This closely compares to the hunt for the boar Twrch Trwyth in Culwech and Olwen and to tales of the Irish supernatural hero Fionn. 15
The second Arthurian wonder described in the Mirabilia is in the region of Ercing at Licat Amr, the burial place of Amr. Amr is described as the son of Arthur, and killed by his father. Licat Amr refers to a spring as the source of Amr. The grave is said be impossible to measure. One location identified for the grave is Gamber Head in Herefordshire. 16
The Arthur of the Mirabilia is man in a world of folklore and traditional stories. This is a milieu ‘of magic: wonderful animals, supernatural events, and remarkable features in the landscape which need to be explained, and which can be explained by reference to Arthur and his attendant legends.’ 17 
Is this anything to do with the historical Arthur? It could be folklore attached to a locality, distant in time and place from a historical Arthur. It may have started out in historical truth and become distorted over time through oral tradition. It is difficult to unravel. Wherever the Arthur of the Mirabilia came from, it is intriguing to see his name attached to stories centred around a specific location.
A parallel can be seen in the tales of Robin Hood. Although as a possible historical figure, Robin Hood is of a much later date than Arthur, the same issues of proof arise. Robin Hood is, like Arthur connected to particular areas of the country and features in many place names. He has a band of men who play a large role in the tales about him, which is true of Arthur in many accounts. Robin Hood’s true location is in dispute and the available facts are used to back up different claims. Although Arthur is called a king and Robin Hood is an outlaw, they share several characteristics. Stephanie Barczewski in her study of the legends of King Arthur and Robin Hood has commented on issues of historicity.    
   Much of the adaptability – and hence durability – of the legends of King Arthur and Robin Hood stems from the fact that, in both cases, their basis in reality has been a matter of considerable doubt. From the beginning, interpreters have been free to mould them as they saw fit, reshaping them as current sources demanded.18
Graham Seal is another scholar who has examined the nature of Robin Hood as part of a group of ‘social bandits’ who are celebrated in folklore:
   Once individuals have been identified as fitting receptacles of celebration, a complex combination of glamorization, sentimentalization, sanitization, sanctification and commoditization comes into play. Accordingly, the real or fictional charisma of the outlaw hero is produced and perpetuated from the consistent narrative framework that he is enmeshed in, a framework that extends from past to present and, through outlaws afterlives, into the future. 19
Arthur is not a bandit, but there are there are similarities between the cultural construction of Arthur and that of the bandit heroes. It takes a leap of imagination, to compare bandit figures such as Robin Hood and Dick Turpin to Arthur, but in the stories and legends that surround them there is a level of comparison to be made. Robin Hood and Arthur both have a band of men and are associated with a number of localities, Where Robin Hood is portrayed as a leader in the fight for social justice, Arthur is the representative of a nation or region, bravely fighting off the threat of invasion by outsiders. 
Graham Seal’s work draws from Eric Hobsbawm’s theory of social banditry. This theory describes how the conceptualisation of historical bandit figures undergoes a process of transformation and they become symbols of resistance in rural areas. 20 It could be that in a similar way Arthur became a symbol of regional unity and resistance to invaders at a very early stage in history.
Dick Turpin is interesting in comparison to Arthur, as there is clear evidence of his existence. The National Archives hold a record of his indictment at York in 1739 where he was hung for horse stealing. 21 The novel Rookwood by William Harrison, published in 1834 is loosely based on the life of Dick Turpin. In the novel the history of Dick Turpin is transformed and expanded. Elements of Dick Turpin’s life which became an integral part of his identity such as the ride from London to York on Black Bess were not based in fact. 22 The novel, however, may have been based on ideas about Dick Turpin or other outlaws circulating at the time it was written and the author by reinforcing these ideas, expands them.
Arthur is in a very different category to Dick Turpin chronologically and in social status, but there are similarities between them. It is difficult to distinguish fact from fiction when analysing their stories. The case of Dick Turpin shows how fact and fiction merge to create a convincing narrative. Both have a connection to specific locations and undertake impressive physical deeds. Dick Turpin’s case also shows that there can be historical fact even where sections of a story are proved to be false. If the true facts about Dick Turpin are so muddied after less than three hundred years it is not surprising that the truth about Arthur is so hard to untwine.
The folklore associated with Arthur is spread over a wide geographical area. Oliver Padel has closely examined cases of Arthurian toponyms in Wales, Scotland and England and found that in some cases an early date can be identified. He states that ‘no one region can claim a monopoly nor priority, of the legend.’ 23
 For example, in 1145 a monk named Herman wrote of a visit to Britain by a group of canons from Laon in France. The visit was said to take place in 1113 and the men at one point travelled between Exeter and Dartmoor. Between these two places they were told that this was terra Arturi  and shown landscape features known as the seat and the oven of King Arthur. The oven could be the feature called the king’s oven named in documents as a boundary marker in Dartmoor 1240. 24
During the same visit the canons were caught up in a dispute at Bodmin. A local man with a withered arm approached them for healing and told them that Arthur was not dead. One of the French canons ridiculed the idea and the locals were so agitated by this that they had to be calmed by a local cleric. Herman’s account notes that the Breton people share the belief that Arthur is alive. 25 It is fascinating that today the idea that Arthur sleeps and will return to save the country is still current.
This belief that Arthur will return is recorded in the Englynion Beddau, The Stanzas of the Graves. These verses are found in the Black Book of Carmarthen, which is dated circa 1250. The word  anoeth has been translated in different ways. It has a meaning close to the word mystery, hence ‘a mystery is the grave of Arthur.’ 26 It is striking that the incident at Bodmin and the poem both hold the idea that Arthur will return and they are both of a very early date. Arthur was crossing between literature and folklore many centuries ago. It is not an easy task to slot Arthur into a place in history when there are so many other ways of defining him.
Also found in the Black Book of Carmarthen is the poem Pa gur yv y porthaur ? meaning ‘What man is the porter?’ The poem reveals that Arthur lives in a magical land. He fights against nine witches and an enormous cat. The porter or gatekeeper is a familiar character from other stories. Arthur, Kai and Bedwyr appear in the poem with Arthur requesting entrance to the building for ‘Arthur and the fair Kai,’ and the exploits of Kai (or Cai) and Bedwyr are acclaimed. 27
The poem ‘Preiddeu Annwn’ from the fourteenth century Book of Taliesin, also features Arthur in a supernatural setting. Details include a visit to a mysterious otherworld and a cauldron ‘kindled by the breath of nine maidens’. 28 Arthur’s ship, Prydwen also appears in ‘Culhwch and Olwen’. The links between stories suggest that there was at an early date a network of tales of this type about Arthur. Marged Haycock writes of Taliesin, the imagined speaker of the poem: 
‘He is clearly not bound by time or space, consorting freely as he does with a wide spectrum of historical and mythological figures.’ 29 The same comment could be made of Arthur and his appearance in both early Welsh poetry and histories of Britain. 
From the collection of stories known as the Mabinogi, the tale of how ‘Culhwch won Olwen’ is again set in magical environment. Arthur and his men help Culhwch to win the giant’s daughter, Olwen. Arthur’s companions, Cai and Bedwr also appear in ‘What man is the Porter?’ as well as later stories.  Arthur has an impressive list of belongings including ‘my ship, and my mantle, and Caledfwlch my sword, and Rhongomyniad my spear, and Wynebgwrthucher my shield and Carnwennan my dagger...’ 30 Some of Arthur’s items are mentioned in other stories. The mantle of invisibility is named Gwen in ‘Rhonabwy’s Dream’, The sword called Caliburnus in Geoffrey of Monmouth’s account of Arthur is related to Caledfwich. 32
This story, part of the Mabinogi dated to circa 1350, Arthur hunts the boar Twrch Trwyth which forms a link with the hunt in the Mirabilia already discussed. It is interesting that the Irish mythological character Fionn, who like Arthur roamed the land with his war band, is also associated with boar hunting. P.L. Henry has said of the story:
   In its diffuse subject-matter, its combination of folk themes and magic-heroic properties, its archaic style and language, Culhwch is unique in Early Welsh prose literature. 32
From the above examples, Arthur is placed at an early date in Welsh literature in a magical supernatural setting and as discussed there are signs of early place name folklore in England, Scotland and Wales. 
It is reasonable to suggest that in the early medieval period, oral stories about Arthur were circulating across regions. In the same way that archaeologists today observe physical structures and remains from the past and use them to make a tentative reconstruction of the past, the people of earlier times may have taken an interest in unusual natural landscape features and surviving human made structures, particularly prehistoric ones. 
People may have correctly identified the artificial constructions as built in the past by human hands and created stories set in history to explain their existence. These stories would be told in a way that is partly factual and partly fictional. A possible comparison is ghost stories told today, which are closely tied to a specific location and occupy a middle ground between fact and fantasy.
It would be wrong to suggest that any of this is a static process, surviving over time. It is a process that continues to the present day as new ideas are created to explain the past.  There is a resemblance to the activity of nineteenth century antiquarians who wandered into the local landscape and interpreted it. The antiquarians wrote histories that may be completely false in some aspects,but told a compelling story.
Writing about representations of the past Stephen Bann has commented that:
   ...the nineteenth century historian possessed considerable creative force, moulding his discourse according to particular constraints to produce a unique type of literary text. 33
Stephen Bann continues to say that the antiquarian is ‘liable to be led astray by absurd and fanciful conjectures’ but has ‘a specific lived relationship to the past...’. 34
From the antiquarian to the present day archaeologist, the past continues to be a fascinating arena for investigation. Interestingly, archaeology today thrives in areas connected to Arthur.
 At Cadbury Castle in Somerset there is evidence of Bronze Age activity and Roman military action. Battle remains have been discovered near the hill fort. 35  The multi-period site at Tintagel Castle has seen archaeologists excavate ‘Arthur’s Bed’ which is probably a medieval grave. 36 At Glastonbury Abbey the grave of Arthur and Guinevere was allegedly discovered in 1191. The story of the search to rediscover this grave by the archaeologist Courtenay Arthur Ralegh between 1951 and 1964 is now a history in itself told online. 37  Also at Glastonbury Abbey archaeologists have found a ‘British’ cemetery of cist burials, predating the monastery. 38 Arthur is a name caught up in a net of history. The places associated with him have a rich history to be excavated, even if no trace of Arthur can be found.
To look more closely at the name of Arthur, some researchers have concentrated on an analysis of the name as the key to solve the puzzle. For example, the Roman name Artorius has been suggested as the original form of Arthur. Oliver Pavel having surveyed the evidence for a historical origin and found very little, has made the suggestion that the Roman centurion Lucius Artorius Castus, leader of two legions from Britain in the late second to early third century is a possible candidate. 39 This is of course possible, but unprovable at the present time.
Pavel has also noted that there are no early British people with the name Arthur. In the mid sixth to early seventh centuries, four people named Arthur living in Western Britain were Irish settlers and it could be that Arthur was of a such a special nature, that the British did not use his name. 40
The origin of the name may lie in the Gallo-Britonic arto- (Welsh arth-) meaning bear. Arto also had the meaning of hero and warrior and is a fitting name for Arthur. 41This meaning also had a connection to the constellations Ursa Major and Ursa Minor and from medieval times names like Arthur’s Plough and Arthur’s Wain were used in England and Wales for the stars. 42 This again places Arthur in a more mythological and less historical role.
One interesting area of study in the field of linguistics concerns the taboo replacements in several languages for the word bear. The old English Germanic word bera meant ‘brown one’. In other Germanic languages the word for bear has the same meaning, including the English ‘bear’. In Slavic languages the word for bear translates as honey eater. In Welsh an alternative word for bear was used meaning ‘honey pig’ and in Irish meaning ‘good calf’. These have been understood as taboo replacements for another word meaning bear. 43The reason for the taboo could be to ‘prevent’ a dangerous animal like a bear from causing harm or it could be that the bear was held in awe for religious reasons. This may have nothing to do with Arthur, but it does suggest that the bear had a special significance. 
Even Thomas Jones who has argued the case for a historical Arthur, living in the early sixth century, leading the Britons against their enemies, has qualified the evidence presented. He has said that the account of the twelve battles of the Historia Brittonum is not reliable and the idea that Arthur slew nine hundred and sixty men is an exageration.44 The evidence is always contradictory. 
Thomas Green has concluded that Arthur is a:
   ...peerless protector of Britain – treated with considerable awe, respect and superstition, and closely associated with the supernatural and folklore – of some considerable antiquity...45 
This view can perhaps be accepted but it is impossible to date the supernatural and folklore evidence, which could have emerged after the historical Arthur lived.
Arthur may not be historical, but he is a part of history. In the introduction to The History of the Kings of Britain, Lewis Thorpe writes of the meanings of the words historia, histoire, historie and estoire. All are close etymologically to the word ‘story’ and far from the modern day understanding of the word ‘history’.46 Arthur is likewise caught between history and story.
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