An argument as to whether Gerald of Wales was a reliable witness 
To the culture and society of England and Wales in 
The twelfth century.

This paper is going to discuss the reliability of Gerald of Wales with regards to the culture and society of England and Wales in the twelfth century. Known for being an informative, prolific writer who wrote his own life story and whose writings appeared ahead of his time, Gerald was very well-travelled, observant, extremely intellectual and his life ambition was to follow his uncles’ religious path. Using Geralds’ own words and the interpretations of others in his work, this paper will show his writings are sometimes conflicted between England and Wales, and this leads to some contradictions in his work which goes towards his unreliability. Following on from this his writings will show he could be classed as an ethnographer which greatly goes towards his reliability as a cultural witness. To conclude, Gerald shows himself as a reliable witness to the English and Welsh culture, but what is uncertain at times, is where his loyalties lay.
Although Latin was the universal language of mediaeval literature, being born in Wales (Manorbier Castle, Pembrokeshire), and Welsh by blood[footnoteRef:2], it would be plausible to assume Gerald was a fluent Welsh speaker as well as Latin and French as he was known for. It leads to being questioned why, whilst preaching within his home county, Gerald went out of his way to avoid using Welsh. He was a mediator, but it was another Archdeacon who translated sermons in Welsh from Latin[footnoteRef:3]. He is described as ‘Gerald the Welshman, but ‘grew up as an Englishman’ and ‘felt himself to be the victim of national oppositions’[footnoteRef:4] it makes one wonder if he can be called a reliable witness if he cannot show his loyalty to his heritage by speaking the language, especially during such occasions as religious sermons. Since his religious aim was to become archbishop of St. Davids and liberate the church from the archbishop of Canterbury in England[footnoteRef:5], one would have thought he would have tried to win over the locals by at least speaking the language. [2:  Henry Owen: Gerald the Welshman. (London: David Nutt, 1904), p. 2.]  [3:  Gerald of Wales: The Journey Through Wales and The Description of Wales, trans. By Lewis Thorpe (England: Penguin books, 1978), p. 29.]  [4:  Robert Bartlett: Gerald of Wales 1146-1223. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1982), p. 9.]  [5:  Wales Online. Wales news: Gerald of Wales: Patriotic Welshman or arrogant agent of English imperialism? Available at  <Gerald of Wales: Patriotic Welshman or arrogant agent of English imperialism? - Wales Online> [assessed 13/10/2022].] 

Gerald also shows a contradiction in his loyalties. Throughout Geralds’ book The Description of Wales, he writes how the Welsh can be conquered and remain compliant. Later, Gerald writes how Wales may fight back if a fight is brought to them. Gerald goes into great detail on how to cut the Welsh off from food and cloth they have imported from England and Ireland and says, ‘they must be cut off from opportunity of foraging and harassed… by frequent attacks from those encamped around’.[footnoteRef:6] It is hard to say if Gerald feels loyal to either country or if he is simply sitting on the fence between the English and Welsh. He says, ‘I myself am descended from both peoples, and it seems only fair that I should now put the opposite point of view.’[footnoteRef:7] From this quote, it would appear he is being fair to both sides of the border, which leads to the question as to why he felt the need to write these chapters in the first place. It could be possible he is showing those who read his work that he is very knowledgeable about both countries. [6:  Gerald of Wales p. 267-272.]  [7:  Gerald of Wales, p. 273.] 

The examples mentioned above speak of Gerald’s potential lack of loyalty, but they also speak of how well he knew the ways of the Welsh culture and how the Welsh work as a society. He comes across as very patriotic ‘they are passionately devoted to their freedom and to the defence of their country… they esteem it a disgrace to die in bed, but an honour to be killed in battle.’[footnoteRef:8] Also, he shows great knowledge of English culture and society and why they wanted to fight; ‘The English are striving for power, the Welsh for freedom’.[footnoteRef:9] A phrase like this still holds power today. There is a great divide between England and Wales, especially when one looks at the rugby season; even Scotland and Ireland would prefer Wales to win rather than England.  [8:  Gerald of Wales, p. 233.]  [9:  Gerald of Wales, p. 274.] 

As further proof of Geralds’ reliability as a cultural witness, it is worth looking at his other writings for their accuracy and factual content which goes towards his credibility to cultural and social writings. Geralds’ book, The Journey Through Wales, gives a detailed account of his six-week journey through all of Wales and, for the most part, his writings are historically and geographically accurate. He includes details about the mountains of Snowdonia, distances between towns, the various rivers in Wales and England, the deep forests and the beauty of Pembrokeshire and asks for forgiveness of his biases as this was his hometown.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Gerald of Wales, pp. 74-157.] 


Book one of The Description of Wales sheds a bright light on how modest and noble the Welsh are. Gerald shows an immense amount of respect for the Welsh society and goes as far as to quote Henry II in one of his books about his description of the Welsh. Henry II says ‘In one part of the island there is a race of people called the Welsh who are so brave and untamed that, though unarmed themselves, they do not hesitate to do battle with fully armed opponents.’[footnoteRef:11] It is plausible to assume this quote is in there as it shows Henry II, King of England at the time, knows a good amount about the Welsh culture and Gerald felt it to be true and thought it worth noting for those who would read his book in the future. Gerald describes the Welsh as a proud nation who look after their animals, their weapons and themselves, especially their teeth. They do not need much to live off, if no food is available, they will not eat that night but will be patient for their next meal to come. That being said, Wales was full of generous people; ‘Welsh generosity and hospitality a the greatest of all virtues.'[footnoteRef:12] Gerald speaks about Wales being a musical country and, unlike the Irish, Wales did not know what jealousy was. They were a nation that welcomed all and gave all they could as part of their culture. Gerald shows how family orientated the Welsh were in the way they would all group together to sing, would walk into each other’s houses without the need to be asked and were witty and smart and could hand out insults made in good humour.[footnoteRef:13]  [11:  Gerald of Wales, p. 234-235.]  [12:  Gerald of Wales, p. 236.]  [13:  Gerald of Wales, pp. 238-245.] 

Book two, on the other hand, focuses on the downfalls of the Welsh culture. Previously they were described as modest and content living with the minimum whereas now ‘it is the habit of the Welsh to steal anything they can lay their hands on.’[footnoteRef:14] The Welsh are now described as inconsistent, unstable and unreliable ‘for their minds are as fickle as their bodies are agile.’[footnoteRef:15] Gerald accuses the Welsh of being deceitful of the boundaries of their land and comments on the extent they will go to by overturning clearly made boundary limits and will behave in this manner with not just others but also among family members. Speaking of families, according to Gerald, the Welsh will fight with their brothers, but if someone else harms or kills their brother, they will ‘move heaven and earth to avenge them.’[footnoteRef:16] With Gerald’s words, it appears the Welsh show loyalty to their family members, but they will also deceive them if it will benefit themselves.  [14:  Gerald of Wales, p. 257.]  [15:  Gerald of Wales, p. 256.]  [16:  Gerald of Wales, p. 261.] 

The main point to make was that Gerald lived at this time, could nowadays be classed as an ethnographer, and documented everything he saw so carefully and thoroughly. It would be plausible to say he was reliable. The points mentioned are just some of the points Gerald makes about how the Welsh and English people run their lives and he introduced such fine details about the Welsh customs with guests and their way of living, it would be fair to conclude that Gerald was a competent and reliable witness to the culture and society of the English and Welsh in the twelfth century.
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