[bookmark: _Hlk84786367]To what extent is Gerald of Wales a reliable witness to the culture and society of England and Wales in the twelfth century?

The writings of Gerald of Wales[footnoteRef:1] are some of the few, and therefore incredibly important, first-hand sources on England and Wales historians have from the 1100s. This being the case, they and the extent to which their author can be considered a reliable witness to English and Welsh culture and society in the twelfth century, is often scrutinised and debated. The man’s circumstances factor heavily in this argument as his mixed Normano-Welsh ancestry calls into question how candid this witness might be with his allegiances placed as they were with his Welsh nation but Anglo-Norman overlords. So too does his work and its contents - especially the perspective from which he writes, with emphasis on many of the virtues of the Welsh. In terms of his witness, there is also the fact that Gerald lived through the twelfth century and wrote about events and places he experienced. In the grand scheme of things there is considerable evidence in all of these elements that Gerald of Wales is a largely reliable spectator of England and Wales in the twelfth century given his the balance he maintained between his Norman and Welsh heritage and the fact that he goes into intense detail on the physical and moral failures of Welsh – presenting an objective and relatively reliable testimony to the time he lived in. [1:  Sometimes Giraldus or Geraldus Cambrensis] 

Gerald was born in Manorbier Castle, Pembrokeshire probably in 1146 making him Welsh by birth. In addition to this he also inherited Welsh blood from his mother, Angharad de Barri, a daughter of the Princess Nest who was in turn the child of Rhys ap Tewdwr, the last king of Deheubarth.[footnoteRef:2] . As such, Gerald was indisputably a Welshman by his own and his contemporaries’ estimation. The result of this is that the witness Gerald provides into Welsh culture in the twelfth century comes from the perspective of a native – a double edged sword in respect of his reliability. On the one hand, this implies that Gerald’s writings probably have a partisan bias towards the Welsh in that he would present them in a purely positive light, potentially omitting their vices or flaws in order to extoll his nation’s virtues to his Norman overlords. It is also notable that Gerald’s chief and self-professed goal was to not only become Bishop of Saint David’s but also to eventually establish it as an archbishopric independent of the authority of Canterbury with all the power control it had before the Norman invasions of South Wales, again conveying his view of himself as Welsh since his attempt to return ecclesiastical authority in Wales to the Welsh revolved around his election as Bishop.[footnoteRef:3] Conversely, his Welsh nationality could also enhance the reliability of his writings as Gerald might have wished to describe Welsh society and culture as it was, without placing an excessive emphasis on their triumphs or flaws, so as to give his readers an impression of Wales which didn’t conform to the preconceived notion that it was a land of barbarians while still maintaining his own credibility at the time by not presenting an impossibly ideal culture. This latter argument bears up well as Gerald’s father was, in fact, a Norman Marcher lord, William de Barri, so Gerald was as much a part of the Norman aristocracy as he was Welsh.[footnoteRef:4] In addition, Gerald also found a position as a Royal Clerk to Henry II from 1183 to circa 1194[footnoteRef:5] both of which, it could be argued, would temper his national pride with enough Norman high-mindedness and experience of English culture to consequently result in a witness of both nations’ society and culture which retains a considerable amount of reliability - from its time of publication to this day. [2:  G. Henley and A. Joseph McMullen, ‘Gerald of Wales: Interpretation and Innovation in Medieval Britain’, in G. Henley and A. Joseph McMullen (eds.), Gerald of Wales : New Perspectives on a Medieval Writer and Critic, (University of Wales Press, 2018), pp. 20-32 (p. 21)]  [3:  Giraldus Cambrensis, De Rebus a se Gestis, ed. and trans. H. E. Butler, (London, 1937). pp. 130-158]  [4:  Henley and Joseph McMullen, ‘Gerald of Wales: Interpretation and Innovation in Medieval Britain’, (p.21)]  [5:  M. Richter, ‘GERALD OF WALES: A Reassessment on the 750th Anniversary of His Death.’ Traditio, vol. 29, Fordham University, 1973, pp. 379–390 (p. 381)] 

[bookmark: _Hlk84786384][bookmark: _Hlk84786394][bookmark: _Hlk84786405][bookmark: _Hlk84786418][bookmark: page171]Another key element to Gerald’s reliability is his writings themselves and the way in which they describe the society and cultures he witnessed, particularly that of Wales. The Descriptio Cambrensis or Description of Wales is a prime example of this with its first book discussing many of the positive aspects of Welsh culture such as their “Hospitality and Liberality”[footnoteRef:6] as well as their “Quickness and Sharpness of Understanding”[footnoteRef:7]. This may suggest a biased opinion of the Welsh which would call into question Gerald’s overall reliability were it not for the second book which makes comments “Concerning the Inconstancy and Instability of this Nation, and their Want of Reverence for Good Faith and Oaths”[footnoteRef:8] their “living by Plunder, and Disregard of the Bonds of Peace and Friendship”[footnoteRef:9]. The considerable difference in the tone of each volume – the one regaling the reader with virtues of the Welsh and the other criticising their shortcomings – places great impetus behind the argument that Gerald’s witness is reliable. This point is further corroborated by segments of his writings which offer up incredibly specific details on the Welsh, their society and their culture. Observations are made on the playing of harps; their sleeping habits; and the manner in which both sexes cut their hair all of which bolster the extent to which Gerald can be considered reliable given that someone inventing information might not be inclined to go into such depth of detail, especially not on some fairly obscure subjects. What’s more, Gerald also draws comparisons between the Welsh and other cultures, remarking upon the veils Welsh women wear “after the manner of the Parthians”[footnoteRef:10] and the fact that at meals guests are seated in triplets rather than pairs as in other places.[footnoteRef:11] Again these specifics corroborate Gerald’s credibility and therefore reliability as a source on the twelfth century. [6:  Giraldus Cambrensis, The Description of Wales, 1194, 2nd edn., trans. R. C. Hoare, revised by T. Wright, (London, 1912). (p. 154)]  [7:  Ibid. (p. 154)]  [8:  Ibid. (p. 154)]  [9:  Ibid. (p. 154)]  [10:  Ibid. (p. 171)]  [11:  Ibid. (p. 170)] 

Furthermore, it should also be noted that Gerald of Wales lived from around 1146 until circa 1223 and, as such, bore witness to events from the Anarchy under Stephen right up to the early part of Henry III’s reign. This crucial point should not be disregarded as it means Gerald’s accounts can be considered particularly reliable because he is writing as a spectator who has seen what he wrote about happen and consequently does not rely upon hearsay or conflicting accounts of past events – presenting a mostly. A prime example of this is Gerald’s Description of Wales. Written after he travelled through the country with Baldwin Archbishop of Canterbury in 1188,[footnoteRef:12] the purpose of this tour was to raise support for what would become known as the Third Crusade – launched in response to the loss of the holy city of Jerusalem to Islamic forces under the Sultan of Syria and Egypt, Salah ad-Din. In the course of their journey, Baldwin and Gerald visited much of Wale; traversing the south coast before heading north by way of Stata Florida Abbey and passing through most of the major northern towns.[footnoteRef:13] Essentially, Gerald’s writings drew from his own experiences of the entire country not just one town or isolated pockets. Coupled with his own Welsh heritage and the many revisions he made to his books throughout his life,[footnoteRef:14] the likelihood of any major inaccuracies in his work is slight. Much the same is true of his other works, including his autobiography: De Rebus a se Gestis which not only lays out the passage of his own life but also contains accounts of other contemporary events such as the elections of the Bishop of Saint David’s See in 1176[footnoteRef:15] and 1199[footnoteRef:16] - in both of which Gerald was a nominee but wasn’t selected for the post in either. All in all, the fact that Gerald witnessed that which he wrote about with errors being relatively unlikely makes him a fairly reliable witness to society and culture in England and Wales during the twelfth century. [12:  M. Richter, ‘GERALD OF WALES.’ (p. 381)]  [13:  Giraldus Cambrensis, The Itinerary of Archbishop Baldwin through Wales, 2nd edn., trans. R. C. Hoare, revised by T. Wright, (London, 1912) (p.21)]  [14:  Henley and Joseph McMullen, ‘Gerald of Wales: Interpretation and Innovation in Medieval Britain’, (p.20)]  [15:  Giraldus Cambrensis, De Rebus a se Gestis, (p.59)]  [16:  Giraldus Cambrensis, De Rebus a se Gestis, (p.129)] 

Therefore, despite his obvious Welsh national loyalties – mostly in respect of the bishopric of Saint David’s - and the potential for positive bias towards the Welsh in his physical works, Gerald of Wales’ mixed Normano-Welsh ancestry with blood links to Welsh royalty through his mother and the Anglo-Norman aristocracy of the Marches, of which his father was a member, places him in a unique position to consider the Welsh both as a native and a foreigner. This position grants Gerald the capacity to offer a perspective whose inclination towards his own people is gently balanced by experience outside of Wales’ national borders as a royal clerk in both England and Ireland under Henry II and Prince (later King) John. Compounded upon this, his preparedness to view the Welsh in an objective sense – highlighting all their facets, both positive and negative – conveys an air of credibility which is heavily reinforced by specific detailing throughout his work. Moreover, in his many written works (including the Description of Wales; the Itinerary of Archbishop Baldwin through Wales; and his own autobiography, De Rebus a se Gestis) Gerald wrote about events and places contemporary to his lifetime, most of which he was present for or visited with the overall consequence of this potent amalgamation being a witness of Welsh and English culture and society in the twelfth century which is, to a considerable extent, reliable.
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