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Outline the critical debate which has surrounded the historicity of Arthur. Do you agree that it is the lack of key biographical details relating to Arthur that has made him so amenable to a wide variety of literary contexts?
The question over the existence of a real and historical King Arthur has been much debated by scholars for over a century. Did he actually exist? Was he a real historical figure? Those questions have been analysed repetitively, but with no certain answer. The figure of King Arthur has a hold on people, he can certainly be described as one of the most popular men in history, which can clearly be seen by the amount of literature throughout the centuries written about Arthur, his deeds, and his knights of the round table. His popularity can still be felt today, demonstrated by such films as Excalibur and the television series Merlin, in music also, with folk songs telling of his heroic and magical deeds. Not to mention in books with countless retellings of the tale of King Arthur. We all know of the Arthur of myth and legend, but what do we know of the real Arthur if indeed there was? 
In this essay, I aim to discuss what the main arguments are regarding the historical truth behind this enigmatic figure; what made him so popular to the medieval audience and is there any truth to the scholars’ research? Whether he was created for political as well as social motives? A reinvention of the British past, a reclaiming of the past in a sense after the Roman Conquest of Britain, or perhaps the subsequent Norman invasion. Or maybe he was a genuine historical figure that existed under the guise of a different name. There are many arguments that scholars have used for and against the historical figure of Arthur, but are there any truth behind their words? Or are they trying to find historical truth where none existed?
Much of the difficulty with gleaning information from sixth and seventh century texts (which was when Arthur first made his appearance in the written record) is that it is largely reliant on guesswork. Very little survives in the way of information regarding archaeological or written texts.1 Historian Richard Barber states that “…the best we can hope to do is to say approximately when Arthur lived and what he might have done to earn his fame.”2 In a more general sense Thomas Green believes the historicity of a person from mythology who are set against important events in history is not unsual.3 One just has to look at the large quantity of articles and books published by historians and scholars alike, to see that the historicity Arthur has taken a hold on the academic world. Historian Thomas Charles Edwards on the Historia Brittonum states that “If such history is unhistorical, so also are all the major histories of the early Middle Ages.”5 This is an extremely avid statement, most history from the early-Medieval era has an air of unreality about it; very little survives in the way of other bodies of evidence which could substantiate texts, and much of what survives from that era are oral translations.  

The Roman Officer, other influential figures in History, and the Arthurs of Britain
Many scholars believe that the figure of Arthur, rather than being a single actual historical figure, was an amalgam based upon various commanders and Emperors in history. One being a Roman officer called Lucius Artorius Castus; and there are various reasons why historians associate Arthur with Lucius. He lived on British soil and lead the VIth legion to war in Armorica in the second century. However, the connection of Arthur and this Roman officer are tenuous at best -it seems far too long before the supposed birth of Arthur in the fifth century for this to have any truth to it. It appears to be scholars clutching at straws, trying to find an historical figure when there might never have been. The main thrust of the connection is obviously merely in the name, as Artorius is where Arthur was in fact derived from. Many scholars have subscribed to this reasoning, Richard Barber has devoted a chapter in his book Arthur in Legend and History on this virtually unknown Roman Officer5, and Historian Kenneth Jackson believe that this Officer was almost certainly the most likely figure that influenced the creation of Arthur himself.6 It is the case that the name made its way into Britain soon after the invasion of Britain by the Roman armies. However, the arrival of a name in a locality is desperate reasoning to base the generation of a complex mythological character upon.
Charlemagne
 A much more satisfactory support for this complex character is advanced by Gerould. A significant character of Arthur must be based on a figure if stature, not some obscura with a shard name. Gerould believes Arthur as portrayed Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History of the Kings of Britain to be based upon the Emperor Charlemagne,8 Although, Gerould admits that it is very difficult to find proof that in Geoffrey’s creation of Arthur, he was aware of “the political reasons which led him to “…form Arthur in the image of Charlemagne.”9 In contrast to this historian Roger Loomis finds it doubtful that Geoffrey would have even had the image of the Emperor of Europe in his mind when he created The History of the Kings of Britain. Concerning the listing of Arthurs lords, Loomis believes it is “…not without significance that Geoffrey listed the Twelve Peers of France among Arthurs lords.”10 Loomis goes on to state that as the argument for Charlemagne being the influence is not a likely one, and that the Twelve Peers of France is the only conclusive evidence that exists regarding this argument.11 Loomis believes that the parallels concerning the campaigns of Arthur and Charlemagne are not at all convincing and that his reasoning and motivity behind his characterisation of Arthur was to show that the hero King was more successful a ruler than the European Emperor, rather than based upon the Emperor himself.12 Although on researching what one is passionate about the academic is likely to see what one wants to see and indeed, and perhaps read too much into the characterisation of Arthur. 

Personally, and subjectively I find the Charlemagne argument more compelling than others; it could indeed be a possibility, and in fact appears the most likely and realistic explanation to Arthurs characterisation in Geoffreys’ Historia Regum Brittaniae. Charlemagne was a man obsessed with the codes of chivalry, he was also an impressive war leader fierce in battle, he led many successful campaigns to unify western Europe for the first time since the fall of Rome. He could indeed be a key figure in Arthurs creation as a courageous leader of men. Indeed, Arthur was highly likely to have been a creation of a number of different figures in military history, combined into one man, to create the image of the heroic warrior. The lack of biographical details made Arthur into a versatile creation, for the Medieval authors to create a heroic ruler of Britain. An amalgam out of awareness of a number of great men, and the qualities that they were deemed to possess.
Other ‘Arthurs’.
Returning to the name of Arthur, in the late sixth and early seventh century, there appeared across Celtic regions of Britain, a number of Arthurs. At least four people who were named Arthur appear to have existed.13 It seems that this is most likely due to the popularity of the Arthurian tales during this time, as there were no records of any Arthurs before this time.14 Historian Kenneth Jackson believes that there must have been a famous national hero who went by the name of Arthur, whom these Arthurs were named after.15 Although this seems unlikely, due to the placement of the Arthurs in the Celtic regions, then surely it is more likely that they were named after the heroic fantasy King, which was well-known by this time. Again, this does not show the existence of Arthur, it is merely an attempt to obtain historic facts where there is none. The proliferation of a name could in no way demonstrate the veracity of a supposed historic figure.

The Twelve Battles of Historia Brittonium
The Twelve battles listed in Chapter fifty-six of the Historia Brittonium, are one of the most popular areas debated by scholars regarding the historicity of Arthur. Historians and Scholars throughout the last century has made attempts to identify the sites of names listed in the twelve battles, which according to historian Kenneth Jackson are unidentifiable, he goes on to state that “…a great deal of nonsense has been written to identify them.”16 The Battle of Badon is the most famous of Arthurs historical battles, apart from Camlann of course (which is less historical and perhaps the most well-known of Arthurs battles today). The battle was meant to have taken place in the year 500, but historian Kenneth Jackson believes that this is unlikely, as Arthurs last battle was meant to have been 537, but that would have made Arthur seventy-two years old judging from the date of his first battle of 488, which seems too old to fight successfully in the early medieval warrior culture which existed at the time (based upon the ages of known historical war leaders).17 In fact, the battle of Badon is the only battle on that list that one can say with certainty actually happened, as it is mentioned by a number of other different sources, such as Gildas’ De Excidio Britannia and the Annales Cambria. According to Nennius the victor of Mount Badon was a highly experienced battle campaigner, at the peak of his martial prowess.18 Nennius and Gildas account of Mount Badon coincide; both list the battle at the end of the list of battles.19 The Annales Cambria is another Welsh text that mentions the Battle of Badon, and also the famous battle of Camlann. Although, due to the high popularity of Arthurs tales during this time, it still does not account for a real Arthur, and one can take these battle lists as due to the Medieval audiences love of the Arthurian myth.

Mythical Arthur /Welsh literacy Sources

Without any obvious historical source, searching for one seems desperate and banal. It is surely better to follow mythological lines of enquiry to explore the emergence of a mythological figure. Arthur portrayed as a hero of myth and legend is the more common portrayal that people associate with him. According to historian Kenneth Jackson, Arthur is portrayed as just simply a folk figure, in tales such as Culhwch and Olwen and various other literary sources produced in Wales, with a “…spurious air of historicity.”20 Culhwch and Olwen is according to scholar Idris Llewelyn Foster the most important of the Arthurian texts for the academic, due to the date of completion in the sixth century, the sources that would have been used in the writing of this text and its close relationship with Irish fiction, which can tell one a great deal about the historicity of Arthur.21 This also coincides with Historian David Dumvilles argument, that the tales of Arthur in welsh literary sources, are heavily influenced by Irish fiction 22
[bookmark: _Hlk533319037]This would be hardly surprising as Wales in this period was inundated by Irish chieftains, for instance Brychan who founded Brycheiniog (modern Breconshire). However, the Welsh sources came to be, Chapter seventy-three of the Historia Britonnium, is demonstrably influenced by the Welsh literary sources. The Mirabilia, with the hunting of the boar Twrch Trwyth by Arthur with Cabal who was the loyal and beloved hound of Arthur. The hunting of Twrch Trwyth would have been sourced from Culhwch and Olwen where Arthur has to hunt the boar as part of a number of tasks for the giant, and also in the Gododdin, where there is a comparison between a battle-hardened warrior and Twrch Trwyth.22 
Arthur was not always portrayed in the best of lights, as can be seen from the Lives of Welsh Saints where he makes the appearance to the Welsh Saints most often as a King, but he also appears as a Chief, determined to try the Saints patience with his wicked ways, until that is the miracle occurs and Arthur is transformed.23In the Life of St Cadoc Arthur appears as a potential rapist, that is until the Saint manages to stop the lustful Arthur from fulfilling his desires. Historian Roger Loomis is of the opinion that “…it is idle to look here for history.”24 It certainly appears that this was a common theme practiced by monks to celebrate their subjects. In the words of the Historian Richard Barber “the greater the rank of the sinner who is forced to repent, the greater the glory of the saint.”25 One can believe that, rather than an historical figure of Arthur being represented in the Lives of the Saints, it is more likely that the Saints used the popular figure of Arthur for their own ends. 
There is a Welsh literary source that holds more conviction for the historical Arthur than other medieval literature from Wales, and that is The Gododdin, an informative liturgy text regarding Arthur that dates back to the seventh century. In fact, historian Roger Loomis believes this to be the most convincing literary source concerning the historical figure of Arthur.26 Arthur himself is not depicted in The Gododdin, although there is mention of him ‘He gutted the black ravens although he was no Arthur.’, which shows that he was, rather than an historical figure, at least well-known as a figure of literature certainly during this period in history.27 Historian Thomas Green does not believe The Gododdin to be evidence of an historical Arthur however, stating that there is no “…evidence either for his historicity or a belief in his historicity.”28 
Although historian Ceridwen Lloyd Morgan in her article on The Celtic Tradition relating to the use of  Welsh literary sources as evidence for the historicity of Arthur, states “…it should be stressed that they are not historical but literary texts and thus cannot be taken as evidence of a putative historical Arthur.”29 What is clear is that the mythical folk-hero Arthur has been over-analysed by scholars, Arthur is not portrayed in these tales an historical figure, it would be doubtful that anyone in the Middle Ages would have viewed him as such; he would have always been represented as a legendary figure of history.30 The authors of these Welsh literary texts would not even have had the historical Arthur in their minds while writing these works, historical Arthur is a modern conception.
Although there are very few references to Arthur in early welsh poetry,31 Welsh literary sources that mention Arthur in more depth is The Black Book of Carmarthen and the Book of Taliesin. Historian Kenneth Jackson believes that without question both texts “…drew on the same mass of popular legend and mythology as Culhwch and the Four Branches of the Mabinogi…”32 The characters portrayed in these two variants of Arthur are made mention of in both the Black Book and the book of Taliesin, and indeed, it was not an unusual occurrence for characters from various popular Celtic literary sources at this time to appear in other tales of mythology.33
The Welsh monk Gildas in his text De Excidio Britannia makes no mention of Arthur, in fact the victor of the Battle of Badon is not named.34 Historian Richard Barber has observed this and states that “…he mentions a number of prominent figures-but not Arthur.”35 This Is much debated by scholars, many believing that this was due to a personal dislike on Gilda’s part of Arthur, hence why there is no mention of Arthurs name. This rumour is down to one Cradoc of Llancarfan in his text The Life of St Gildas which dates to the twelfth century.36 Cradoc claims that there was a rivalry between Arthur and Gildas, due to Arthur killing the brother of Gildas, the King of Brittany, and omitting Arthurs name is Gildas’ punishment to him.37 One can perhaps propose that the reason Gildas did not mention Arthur, is perhaps that he did not in fact exist, and not some personal enmity.
Political Motivations
Dozens of Scholars are of the opinion that political motivations are key to the creation of a historicised Arthur, and this could be perhaps due to the lack of biographical detail in his characterisation. Where the individual doesn’t exist external political forces are examined to explain him. One of the most famous texts for discussion are Nennius’ History of the Britons. Not much is known about Nennius, other than he was a Welsh monk who may have written the Historium Brittanae in the early ninth century, perhaps the year 829.38 Historian Richard Barber states that he produced his text at the court of Merfyn Vrych.39 The reason that the authors who produced these Arthurian texts did so on a political basis, which Richard Barber states as “…Past victories foreshadowed future triumphs.”40 Barber also believes that Nennius had very good reasons politically for the creation of Arthur in his texts.41 Historian N. Higham also believes this to be the case stating that the text was written “…for pressing and current political purposes.”42 Historian N.Higham believes that the adaptation of Arthur in these“…overly political, historical texts…to provide a protype of the successful British warrior…”43 This political motivation could be to reinvent history as it were, to make the British look heroic in the battle against Anglo-Saxon rule in the sixth century.
Archaeological Evidence or lack thereof
The problem with finding archaeological evidence relating to Arthur is both the lack of surviving elite artefacts from the date in question (which is the sixth and seventh century – very few elite sites have been fully excavated), and the impossibilities of associating the limited body of elite artefacts with named and identified individuals. Given that Arthur is not an identified historical figure this is an impossibly tall order indeed! 
As with most content from these dates, much of the information was transmitted orally. This being so, it is almost impossible to gain any insight into the historical figure of Arthur, based primarily on archaeological findings on sites associated with the hero King. Historian Thomas Green believes this to be “…our only reliable source.”44 It is impossible to employ archaeology in one’s quest to find the historicity of Arthur, as there is no firm evidence of his existence on sites associated with him, and no evidence that the sites are genuinely associated with this nebulous character at all. One of the main sites of interest to the Arthurian historian is situated in Glastonbury, what is or was said to be the grave of Arthur himself, next to his wife, Guinevere apparently ‘found’ in 1191.45The graves have since to have been discovered as a fraudulent activity on behalf of the monks of Glastonbury Abbey, who after a great fire that destroyed most of the abbey found themselves in desperate need of funds; hence the idea of Arthur and Guinevere’s graves. In the early 60’s an excavation took place which revealed slab-lived graves that dated back to the seventh century, and material on top dating back to the tenth, no bones of the heroic King were discovered.46 There has always, since the creation of Arthur, been a mystery as to where he has been buried. Some people believed that Arthur would return to Britain in a time of need, that Arthurs body was carried across to the Isle of Avalon, others that there is a hidden grave as is stated in the Black Book of Carmarthen in Verses on the Grave‘…concealed till Doomsday the grave of Arthur.’ Historian Roger Loomis believes that this corresponds with the statement of William of Malmesbury in the twelfth century “….that Arthurs grave was no-where to be found…”47 Historian Kenneth Jackson certainly believes that there is a possibility that no-one knew anything of the burial of Arthur. Which again, shows that there was no firm evidence of his existence at this time.
Place Names
The Welsh tales must have had considerable hold on the local people, as there are a number of landscape features named after Arthurs adventures. Historians and scholars alike have successfully traced the route that Arthur was supposed to have taken on his hunt of the magical boar.48 There is the Carn Cabal in Brecknockshire, it is a large stone which has an indent of what is supposed to have been the paw print of Cabal, during the hunt of Twrch Trwyth. Then there is the tomb of Arthurs son Amr in Herefordshire, which is essentially a small mound on a hill.49 These have been heavily analysed by scholars over the last century for historical significance, but little can be found on the historicity of Arthur. What is interesting is the grave of Amr which Nennius makes reference to in his Historia Brittonium.50When one thinks of Arthurs son historians may (in most cases) initially think of Mordred, the result of his incestuous relationship with his sister Morgan le Fay, but there is mention in the Welsh sources of another son, Llacheu, who is made reference of in The Black Book of Carmarthen ‘I have been where Llacheu son of Arthur…was killed…’51there are other sources relating to Llacheu such as in Culhwch and Olwen, but nothing of significance is known about him.52
 Despite there being references in early Welsh literature to the sons of Arthur, there are no records of them having ever actually existed, that he mound in Herefordshire was just named after the tale of Amr, rather than a real son of Arthur.ro king.53Then there is he ‘Round Table’ in Penrith in Cumbria thought to have been around 1150-1300.54 ‘King Arthurs Chair’ and ‘King Arthurs Hall’ both in Cornwall.55 But again, the lack of biographical detail to Arthur is the reason for these landscape features being named after him.

Conclusion
To summarize my essay; it is certainly due to the lack of concrete biographical details that make Arthur so amenable to a wider literary context. However, that in itself is unsatisfactory, as a blank sheet doesn’t command it be written upon. In a sense, Arthur was a historical figure in the nature that he was quite clearly a combination on many historical figures – an amalgam of virtues ascribed to personalities and deployed as Arthur in an ideal form. He was not simply one man, with a clear and concise history, he was a multitude of personalities. A search for a specific ‘Arthur’ is groundless and puerile. No each tale of Arthur is the same, though many do have the same themes and clearly influenced by previous authors in history. This is the case with Geffrey of Monmouth’s History of the Kings of Britain, many of his references to Arthur such as the battles against the Saxons that he made reference to were clearly sourced from Nennius,56not to mention the clear influence of Welsh sources of weapons that Arthur bore in the battle of Bath.57 Geoffrey of Monmouths’ chivalrous portrayal of Arthur as the courteous King went on to influence another generation of authors such a Ctiretie De Troyes, in a very much romanticised take on the tale. Historian Jean Frappier is of the opinion that the Historia Regum Brittaniae, which is thought to be far too romanticised to be thought of as an historic piece of writing, certainly influenced  Chrétien  De Troyes, as several passages of his Arthurian romance that are very similar in content to that of the Historia.58 It seems that the historian who is on the quest for the real King Arthur is keen to over analyse, trying to piece together information from medieval texts, looking for what is not there. While “absence of evidence isn’t evidence of absence”, in the case of an epic meta-figure like Arthur the absence is real. A figure of that stature would leave a greater record even in the pauce historical milieu of ‘Dark Age Britain’.
For Arthur was merely an invention of heroism, a man who would save Britain, a figure of myth and legend, indeed, a form of escapism for the Medieval people. Many scholars such as Roger Loomis, Kenneth Jackson59 and David Dumville60 are of the opinion that Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Arthur is not at all historical61 Scholars John Parry and Robert Caldwell state that “…as a historian he had no devotion to historical truth.”62 and while he was indeed a talented author and has done much in contributing to the later retellings of the myth, and indeed it would be highly unlikely that the Arthur of today would be portrayed as the image chivalry. As there is very little in the way of evidence in the existence of Arthur, it was very easy for authors in the Middle Ages to manipulate the tale, to represent, as it were, what they wanted to portray. 
One can believe that the main motive would have been political motivation in the creating of these medieval tales, but it is the lack of historical detail that makes Arthur so capable of being redeployed for specific purposes. In the twelfth and thirteenth century Arthur become increasingly popularized,63 but without the early writings of the sixth and seventh century, there could be no Arthur, later Arthurian authors drew upon these early writings. The influence of early Irish annals on these writings cannot be disputed, as much in Medieval Welsh literature were transferred into tales such as the Mabinogion. It can be said that the most important and influential of these works of Arthurian literature is that of The Historia Britannie, which went on to influence other great authors of Arthurian literature. According to historian Oliver Padel the “...process of historicising legends was a widespread feature of Celtic literacy activity in the Middle Ages.”64 The story of Arthur evolved throughout the centuries, there was the mythical Arthur entwined with Pagan magic, there was the evil Arthur in the lives of the saints, then there was the chivalrous King Arthur, and that was how he was portrayed through much of the later Middle Ages.
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