Genealogical Chronicle of the English Kings

Throughout history those in power such as, kings, queens and leaders are known to have their deeds, victories, and entire life documented for the foreseeable future. Many aim to honour their parents, grandparents, and leave a controlled history for their offspring. There are a variety of ways these life histories can be presented, such as having written stories and art commissioned through famous writers and artists of the time. In the Medieval world, illuminated manuscripts, elaborate tapestries and chronicles were the primary way to document the lives of rulers. 

     This commentary will explore an illuminated manuscript, which depicts the genealogy of the Kings of England in order of succession. The manuscript in question is called the ‘Genealogical Chronicle of the English Kings’ and is currently housed at the British Library, under the shelf mark, Royal MS 14 B V.[footnoteRef:1] The manuscript is broken into six membranes, of which membrane four depicts ‘line of the Norman ancestors of William the Conqueror: Rollo, William, and Richard I the Fearless’ and membrane five ‘the genealogy from Richard I the Fearless, Duke of Normandy’ all of whom achieved a lasting legacy in Norman historiography.[footnoteRef:2] This royal manuscript makes use of elaborate decoration, colouring and text, to highlight the significance of each individual king that is depicted on this Medieval family tree and consecrate their lineage.  [1:  London, British Library, Royal MS 14 B V, <http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=Royal_MS_14_B_V&index=1> [accessed 15 April 2021].]  [2:  Royal MS 14 B V, <http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=Royal_MS_14_B_V&index=1> [accessed 15 April 2021].] 


     Provenance and authorship play a huge role in analysing medieval sources. In this case the British Library have an extensive record of ownership for this royal manuscript, with the first owner being traced back to the fourteenth century, ‘John Lumley, 1st baron Lumley’ who had an extensive collection of art and books.[footnoteRef:3] From Lumley the manuscript passed to the hands of Henry, Prince of Wales and ended up as part of the private Royal Library before being presented to the British Library in 1757 by George II. It should be noted that all documented owners were of high status and significant individuals of their time. Prior to the piece being part of Lumley’s collection, it can be assumed due to the nature of the manuscript and the story it tells, that it would have most likely been part of a protected royal collection, potentially used to assert claims to the throne, therefore it would have been made for a private audience, rather than the mass public. The British Library has identified a potential date of production for the manuscript and state it was likely produced in the ‘4th quarter of the 13th century’ during the reign of Edward I of England.[footnoteRef:4] Edward himself was a direct descendant of William the Conqueror who usurped the English throne from Harold II but was also a direct descendant of Viking warrior Rollo. Without concrete evidence of who commissioned or produced the manuscript, it could be argued Edward I commissioned the piece, due to the fact it was produced during his rule and depicts his direct claim to the English throne. Who produced this manuscript remains unknown, although a similar royal manuscript the ‘Royal MS 14 B VI’ which is similar in design was produced during the early fourteenth century, so it could be inferred that both were produced by the same person or same group.[footnoteRef:5]  [3:  Royal MS 14 B V, Ownership, <http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=Royal_MS_14_B_V&index=1> [accessed 15 April 2021].]  [4:  Royal MS 14 B V, Date, < http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=Royal_MS_14_B_V&index=1 > [accessed 15 April 2021].]  [5:  London, British Library, Royal MS 14 B VI, <http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=Royal_MS_14_B_VI> [accessed 16 April 2021].] 


     Physically the manuscript, is aesthetically striking and well designed, which is commonly seen in other illuminated manuscripts which have wealthy commissioners. The manuscript is made from parchment, which is typically the treated skin of sheep, calves, or goats and goes through a ‘considerable treatment’, hence making it one of the most expensive materials of the time.[footnoteRef:6] Furthermore, on membrane four and five, the colour gold, which is commonly gold leaf, is one of the dominant colours, alongside red and blue pigments. The gold leaf present on this manuscript is what defines it as illuminated, due to the polished gold reflecting the light. Gold in the Medieval period was considered a rare semi-precious metal, that oozed Godliness and ‘richness’, which only those of considerable wealth could afford, nobility and royalty.[footnoteRef:7] Moreover, the use of gold leaf is found on many religious manuscripts, as the colour gold represented a Godly light. The Royal MS 14 B V represents the genealogy of the English kings, so it could be interpreted that by highlighting the English kings in a medallion of gold, makes for the perfect metaphor of them being made in God’s light, God’s representatives on earth. The pigment minium, which creates a vibrant red, is also widely found on manuscripts. The colour red has various meanings and associations, most commonly red is worn by those of high status and clergy members, for examples cardinals. In some cultures, the colour red symbolises fertility and the blood of Christ, but it is hard to acquire the red pigment unless, once again you have money or come from a church background. Blue, another colour prominent on the manuscript, has for a long time been associated with divinity and the rich, like red and gold, all of which are seen as colours of royalty. Rollo, William, Richard, and his descendants are all painted and decorated in these three colours, which represent royalty and wealth.  [6:  Zoltán Haraszti, ‘Medieval Manuscripts’, The Catholic Historical Review, 14 (1928), pp. 237-247 (pp. 237-238), <https://www.jstor.org/stable/25012519> [accessed 16 April 2021].]  [7:  Haraszti, Medieval Manuscripts, p. 242.] 


     Also present on the manuscript are miniature illustrations, which feature animals, some of which are depicted engaging in human activities. To the left and right of the medallion which presents William Longsword, there is a hare riding a hound while blowing a horn, hunting a stag.[footnoteRef:8] Hounds are often associated with hunting, due to their speed and agility, but they are also considered loyal and protective. Furthermore, hunting has always been a favourable sport of kings. Hares feature heavily in Christian art and can have a positive or negative meaning behind them. In this context the hare, normally the prey of choice in a hunt, is the one doing the chasing. This could be symbolic of the weak rising, in this case to command and lead the chase. Stags usually symbolise strength and power, a beast only a heroic, strong king could kill, although in this manuscript it is being chased by what could be considered a weaker animal. These illustrations can be interpreted to have a hidden meaning or literally be just decorative. [8:  Royal MS 14 B V, membrane 4, <http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/Viewer.aspx?ref=royal_ms_14_b_v_f001r  > [accessed 16 April 2021].] 


     To summarise, the manuscript is a highly decorative family tree, which legitimises, what could be potentially illegitimate claims to the English throne. The Normans fought to be leaders and rulers, which can be seen in Italy, Sicily, and England. Rollo was a Viking warrior, of Pagan religion, who became a Christian convert when he conquered Frankish soil. He is seen as the starting point of the Norman rulers which is depicted in the Gesta Normannorum by Dudo of St Quentin, who wrote the first genealogical history of the Norman dukes.[footnoteRef:9] This chronicle was also used by Norman rulers, later, to legitimise the Norman line and the alleged connection to god. It should be noted that modern historiography when exploring the Normans always refer to the works from writers such as Dudo of St Quentin, William of Jumieges and William of Poitiers, who wrote the earliest chronological histories on the Norman rules and all had Norman affiliations. This illuminated manuscript commissioned in the late thirteenth century only further consecrates the Normans lineage as leaders and royalty, which is the ultimate goal of the earliest Norman king, Rollo. The Normans managed to achieve a legacy in English history. [9:  Dudo of St Quentin, Gesta Normannorum, ed. by and trans. by Eric Christiansen (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 1998).] 
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