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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?

King Arthur is still very much in evidence today, in literature, story, drama, film, television and even computer games, but what is his enduring attraction? We don’t know if he was a real person or a figure from an earlier mythology but, if there is any evidence for a historical Arthur, it lies in material contemporary with him, which, as there is so little, is the crux of the problem. There are a very few extant manuscripts describing events from the sixth and seventh centuries which have been linked to Arthur but, while these can point to possible, maybe even probable elements of truth, nothing about a historical Arthur is certain[footnoteRef:1]. Not all scholars, however, have adopted such a cautious approach and make the a priori, but unjustified, assumption that there must have been a historical figure behind these stories, while others have taken the opposite view claiming that there is no credible evidence for a historical Arthur[footnoteRef:2]. These views represent the extremes of opinion surrounding the debate but, before assessing the reasoning behind the theories, it is important to consider the range of evidence available, both to the original authors and later researchers.  [1:  Kenneth Hurlstone Jackson, The Arthur of History in Arthurian Literature in the Middle Ages: A Collaborative History, ed. Roger Sherman Loomis (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1959). p.10]  [2:  http://www.arthuriana.co.uk/historicity/arthur.htm  accessed 26/10/2018 ] 

This debate may be compared to an attempt to elucidate an historical status for Arthur from an assortment of jig-saw pieces, probably from the same time and place, but not necessarily from the same puzzle. The pieces have been scrutinised by different groups concerned either to verify Arthur’s existence by identifying and amplifying key biographical details or to use aspects of his story as a vehicle for relaying a message to a particular audience. This has resulted in the creation of further pieces which adds to the complexity for later researchers but also opens new opportunities for literary development by future authors. A warrior chieftain for example hoping to establish a distinguished lineage for himself, may manipulate evidence from battle lists and genealogies, whereas a priest, might select particular events from history and folklore to make a Christian message more palatable and understandable to his audience, while at the same time establishing property rights for the Church. Some pieces of the jig-saw are of more explicit importance to the debate than others, however they all provide some useful background detail. I will refer back to this analogy while scrutinizing the arguments surrounding each piece of evidence.
Those pieces provided by archaeology are of limited value regarding the historicity of Arthur as they deal with sites rather than people and while inscriptions on commemorative monuments can prove useful in the validation of dates, names and genealogies[footnoteRef:3], there is nothing in Britain with a clear connection to Arthur. Even those sites which claim to have historical associations with him often offer information which is confusing or, as revealed in Gerald of Wales’ description of the excavations at Glastonbury[footnoteRef:4], probably fraudulent. There have been arguments both for and against the existence of Arthur as a great warrior, probably a king or prince[footnoteRef:5] [footnoteRef:6] and a suggestion, accepted by Alcock, that the reference to Gueith Camlann in the Annales Cambriae offers the best evidence for a historical Arthur[footnoteRef:7]:  [3:  T.M. Charles-Edwards, Wales and the Britons; 350-1064 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014). pp.414-9]  [4:  Gerald of Wales: The Journey Through Wales and The Description of Wales, trans. Lewis Thorpe (London: Penguin Books, 1988). pp.281-8]  [5:  Alan Lane, ‘The End of Roman Britain and the Coming of the Saxons: An Archaeological Context for Arthur’, in A Companion to Arthurian Literature, ed. Helen Fulton (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009). p. 15]  [6:  Leslie Alcock, Arthur’s Britain (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books Ltd., 1973). p.88]  [7:  The Arthur of the Welsh: The Arthurian Legend in Medieval Welsh Literature, eds. Rachel Bromwich, A.O.H. Jarman, Brynley F. Roberts (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1991). p.3] 

An (nus xciii). Gueith camlann in qua arthur et medraut corruerunt                               Year 93. Strife of Camlann in which Arthur and Modred perished.
He proceeds, from this assumption, to construct an historical framework for Arthur from his analysis of the archaeological evidence, including his excavation at Cadbury Castle (Camelot). While his description of the post-Roman environment, said to be occupied by  Arthur, is convincing and important to the debate, there is nothing to link the archaeological evidence directly with him. Arthurian topography, too, is a subject which offers little or no substantive evidence for a historical Arthur[footnoteRef:8], being more often the result of associating Arthurian mythology with dramatic places in the landscape[footnoteRef:9]. The Englynion y Beddau, for example, stress the close association of heroes with places[footnoteRef:10] which, although unacceptable as proof of Arthur’s existence, do reveal something of his importance to local people so, like the archaeological evidence, these pieces begin to create a context for Arthur. [8:  Richard Barber, The Figure of Arthur (London: Longman, 1972). pp.15-16]  [9:  Alan Lane, ‘The End of Roman Britain and the Coming of the Saxons: An Archaeological Context for Arthur’, in A Companion to Arthurian Literature, ed. Helen Fulton (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009). p. 16]  [10:  Patrick Sims-Williams, ‘The Early Welsh Arthurian Poems’, in The Arthur of the Welsh: The Arthurian Legend in Medieval Welsh Literature, eds. Rachel Bromwich, A.O.H. Jarman, Brynley F. Roberts (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1991). p.49] 

Proof of his existence is reliant therefore, on a small number of manuscripts from the Celtic regions of Britain and Europe, the earliest of which, De Excidio Britanniae, was written by Gildas in the mid-sixth-century. A time when Britain, without the military protection of the Roman empire, and reverting to the fragmented tribal structure which existed prior to the Roman occupation, found itself standing alone and in need of a leader able to unite them against foreign, notably Saxon, invaders. Dumville[footnoteRef:11] rejects this text as it doesn’t mention Arthur directly and was written, not as history but to set the context for a moralistic diatribe against the rulers and clergy of fifth century Britain[footnoteRef:12]. Later writers, however, depend on Gildas for their accounts of the conflict between the Britons and the Anglo-Saxons. He gives us the names of a leader (Ambrosius Aurelianus) and a battle Mons Badonicus[footnoteRef:13] (Badon Hill), but little else[footnoteRef:14] leaving the identity of subsequent British leaders, including Arthur, open to speculation. This leaves only four texts for consideration: the Historia Brittonum which lists Arthur’s campaigns, an allusion to Arthur in The Gododdin, references to Arthur’s battles in the Annales Cambriae, and four or five Gaelic sources which appear to commemorate the name of Arthur[footnoteRef:15].  [11:  David N. Dumville, Histories and Pseudo-histories of the Insular Middle Ages (Aldershot: Variorum, 1990).p.173]  [12:  John Morris in Gildas: The Ruin of Britain and other works, ed. and trans. Michael Winterbottom (London: Phillimore & Co. Ltd., 1978). p.1]  [13:  Gildas: The Ruin of Britain and other works, ed. and trans. Michael Winterbottom (London: Phillimore & Co. Ltd., 1978). p.28]  [14:  Richard Barber, The Figure of Arthur (London: Longman, 1972). p.49]  [15:  The Arthur of the Welsh: The Arthurian Legend in Medieval Welsh Literature, eds. Rachel Bromwich, A.O.H. Jarman, Brynley F. Roberts (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1991). pp.3-5] 

Even these pieces of the jig-saw are not original; they are copies, translations or interpretations of earlier manuscripts made by clerics with a shared culture, experience and ethnicity. Their facility with Latin and the surviving British languages supported, in rarer cases, by a competence in English (Saxon) would have enabled them to fulfil the important role of interpreter[footnoteRef:16] but it remains a possibility that this distinct and isolated group of scribes, already predisposed to a particular religious belief and culture may not always have been faithful to the original. While unintentional mistranslations and copying errors could have happened, history is inevitably, an account of events and the peoples involved, viewed from the particular perspective of the writer and there may have been deliberate omissions, alterations or additions to suit contemporary political, religious, legal and social objectives. Gerald of Wales even suggests that Gildas removed all traces of Arthur from the record for personal reasons[footnoteRef:17] We may know something of the historical context, but we know neither, how familiar the writer and his audience were with the oral tradition, nor the range of written material available at the time, including some now lost, which suggests that modern readers are working at a disadvantage. [16:  ibid. pp.85-7]  [17:  Gerald of Wales: The Journey Through Wales and The Description of Wales, trans. Lewis Thorpe (London: Penguin Books, 1988). p.259
] 

Probably the earliest known Welsh reference to Arthur is in Y Gododdin[footnoteRef:18], a late sixth-century ‘heroic’ poem, preserved in the Book of Aneirin, compiled some six hundred years after the original was composed, and consisting largely of a series of elegies for the men who fell in battle against the Angles at Catraeth. Each is compared with a local contemporary hero who would have been known to the poet’s audience, not a reference back to earlier champions as was the custom in later poetry[footnoteRef:19]. If this is the case, and it does date in its original form to about 600, then the reference to Gwawrddur, offers the best evidence yet for an historical Arthur[footnoteRef:20] for we know of possibly five people called Arthur from the late sixth-century. The extant Welsh manuscript containing the poem, however, is complicated by being the work of two scribes, each with access to different sources, added to which it may have suffered further modification during its transfer from south-east Scotland to Wales. The reference to Arthur appears only in the older, B text[footnoteRef:21], and praises Gwawrddur saying that he was second only to Arthur in bravery and skill in battle: [18:  Aneirin: Y Gododdin, trans. A.O.H. Jarman (Llandysul: Gomer Press, 1988).]  [19:  Richard Barber, The Figure of Arthur (London: Longman, 1972). p.23]  [20:  Kenneth Hurlstone Jackson, The Arthur of History in Arthurian Literature in the Middle Ages: A Collaborative History, ed. Roger Sherman Loomis (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1959). p.3]  [21:  Jon B. Coe and Simon Young, The Celtic Sources for the Arthurian Legend (Burnham-on-Sea: Llanerch Press, 1995). p.152] 

Gochorai brain du ar fur caer 		He fed black ravens on the rampart of a fortress Cyn ni bai ef Arthur			Though he was no Arthur[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Aneirin: Y Gododdin, trans. A.O.H. Jarman (Llandysul: Gomer Press, 1988). Lines 971-2, pp. 64-5] 


 but we don’t know for certain whether this formed part of the original text and referred to a recent local hero or was added by a later redactor. There is a suitable candidate for such a hero, inhabiting both the same area and time in Artúr, son of Áedán mac Gabráin of Dalriada who was killed in battle against the Picts[footnoteRef:23]. It seems reasonable to use this apparent synchronism to build the case for a historical Arthur although, Padel suggests that the Arthur mentioned in the Gododdin is more likely to relate to a legendary figure famous for his exploits against the English, than to offer any support for this theory[footnoteRef:24]. Whether in reality or legend, however, it is clear that the poet, in seeking to point out Gwawrddur’s heroism, perceived Arthur as the most fearless and famous military leader of the time. [23:  Jon B. Coe and Simon Young, The Celtic Sources for the Arthurian Legend (Burnham-on-Sea: Llanerch Press, 1995). pp.157, 162-3]  [24:  O.J. Padel, Arthur in Medieval Welsh Literature (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2000). pp.6-7] 

The most important of the remaining texts, the Historia Brittonum, has been the subject of much debate. It is essentially a synthetic-historical account, dependent on a degree of synchronisation between the histories of three peoples, the Romans, Irish and English. and, according to Charles-Edwards, provides the essential link between ecclesiastical history, concerned with the state of Christianity as explained in the section on The Life of Saint Patrick, and the history of peoples[footnoteRef:25] described in The Campaigns of Arthur, which gives an account of the fluctuating power struggle between the Britons and the Anglo-Saxons. Britain, as explained in the De Excidio Britanniae, had been devastated by the Anglo-Saxons as God’s punishment for the wickedness of its people, whereas the author of the Historia Brittonum, possibly working under the patronage of Merfyn Frych, king of Gwynedd, appears to be reinterpreting this narrative to promote a new nationalism[footnoteRef:26]. Vortigern alone is blamed for the ‘Ruin of Britain’, leaving the way for a succession of heroic British warriors, reconnected with God, to revive the nation. This is inferred by a Biblical metaphor which concludes the chapters concerning The Life of Saint Patrick in which the saint is compared with Moses[footnoteRef:27]. This comparison has been taken to imply that, just as Moses precedes Joshua, so Patrick precedes Arthur[footnoteRef:28], who is indeed introduced in the next chapter which contains a list of his campaigns[footnoteRef:29].   [25:  Thomas Charles-Edwards , ‘The Arthur of History’, in The Arthur of the Welsh: The Arthurian Legend in Medieval Welsh Literature, eds. Rachel Bromwich, A.O.H. Jarman, Brynley F. Roberts (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1991). p.21]  [26:  N.J. Higham, ‘Early Latin Sources: Fragments of a Pseudo-Historical Arthur’, in A Companion to Arthurian Literature, ed. Helen Fulton (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009). pp. 31-3]  [27:  Nennius: British History and the Welsh Annals, ed. and trans. John Morris (London: Phillimore & Co. Ltd., 1980). p.35 ]  [28:  N.J. Higham, ‘Early Latin Sources: Fragments of a Pseudo-Historical Arthur’, in A Companion to Arthurian Literature, ed. Helen Fulton (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009). pp.31-3]  [29:  Nennius: British History and the Welsh Annals, ed. and trans. John Morris (London: Phillimore & Co. Ltd., 1980). p.35] 

The original manuscript is unlikely to be much earlier than 800, just before the fourth regnal year (829/30) of Merfyn Frych who, having moved from the Isle of Man into the strongly hierarchical Welsh society of the day may have influenced the author to manipulate the facts in order to legitimise his claim to the throne of Gwynedd by providing an ancient noble dynasty for himself. A practice which was not unusual for Welsh chieftains who often maintained a retinue of scholars focusing on the available resources to carry out similar tasks[footnoteRef:30]. Further alterations in the form of numerous editorial glosses are also evident[footnoteRef:31] in the earliest surviving copy of the complete text[footnoteRef:32], written about three hundred years later, but which does not include the Nennian preface which claims that one author developed the narrative:  [30:  Hywel Dda: The Law, ed. and trans. Dafydd Jenkins (Llandysul: Gomer Press, 1986). p.38]  [31:  N.J. Higham, ‘Early Latin Sources: Fragments of a Pseudo-Historical Arthur’, in A Companion to Arthurian Literature, ed. Helen Fulton (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009). p.30]  [32:  Historia Brittonum, Harleian MS 3859] 

……. from the writings of the Irish and the English, and out of the tradition of our elders[footnoteRef:33]. [33:  Nennius: British History and the Welsh Annals, ed. and trans. John Morris (London: Phillimore & Co. Ltd., 1980). p.9] 

It is sensible to assume that the original writer did draw on pre-existing texts and oral folklore, in an attempt to make sense of the past, but many of his sources, such as the Life of Germanus[footnoteRef:34], no longer exist and are therefore impossible to date to the period he was attempting to describe. Both Higham and Barber, although they are also sceptical as to the accuracy of the record, seem to agree with the account of a fluctuating power struggle culminating in, what was initially portrayed by Gildas as, a  decisive British victory at the siege of Badon Hill[footnoteRef:35] [footnoteRef:36]. This period of unrest is represented by yet another metaphor, this time mythological, in the story of the struggle between the red dragon of the Britons and white dragon of the Anglo-Saxons, the significance of which is explained to Vortigern by the boy Emrys[footnoteRef:37], so once again we have fact interwoven with legend.  [34:  ibid. pp.32-3]  [35:  N.J. Higham, ‘Early Latin Sources: Fragments of a Pseudo-Historical Arthur’, in A Companion to Arthurian Literature, ed. Helen Fulton (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009). p.31]  [36:  Richard Barber, The Figure of Arthur (London: Longman, 1972). p.49]  [37:  Nennius: British History and the Welsh Annals, ed. and trans. John Morris (London: Phillimore & Co. Ltd., 1980). pp.29-31] 

By fitting the jig-saw pieces together with the aid of some additional linking metaphor, an image can be created for Arthur as the leader in battle, of the British kings, against the pagan invaders, even as a type of the warrior Christ[footnoteRef:38], an image which can be discerned in some modern compositions[footnoteRef:39] but is more explicit in the Historia. [38:  N.J. Higham, ‘Early Latin Sources: Fragments of a Pseudo-Historical Arthur’, in A Companion to Arthurian Literature, ed. Helen Fulton (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009). p.33]  [39:  David Jones, The Sleeping Lord and Other fragments (London: Faber and Faber, 2017).] 

Then Arthur fought against them in those days, together with the kings of the British; but he was their leader in battle[footnoteRef:40]. [40:  Nennius: British History and the Welsh Annals, ed. and trans. John Morris (London: Phillimore & Co. Ltd., 1980). p.35] 

That there are twelve battles listed, four of which take place on the banks of the same river, 
called the Douglas, which is in the country of Lindsey[footnoteRef:41],  [41:  ibid. p.35] 

appears to be deliberately contrived in order to boost the number of his campaigns to twelve[footnoteRef:42], thereby continuing the Joshua, metaphor, with its twelve tribes and reference to twelve stones from the River Jordan. Arthur is portrayed, not only as a national, warrior-leader of the Britons, but also, as one who restores Britain from the ruin, described by Gildas, through his Christian allegiance. This theme of repentance and restoration is expressed through repeated Christian references including, his carrying,  [42:  N.J. Higham, ‘Early Latin Sources: Fragments of a Pseudo-Historical Arthur’, in A Companion to Arthurian Literature, ed. Helen Fulton (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009). pp.32-3] 

the image of  the holy Mary, the everlasting Virgin, on his [shield],[footnoteRef:43] [43:  Nennius: British History and the Welsh Annals, ed. and trans. John Morris (London: Phillimore & Co. Ltd., 1980). p.35] 

(Old-Welsh: yscuit shield) at the battle of Guinnion Fort and a similar account, in the Annales Cambriae, in which he carries the Cross of Christ on his shoulders (Old-Welsh: yscuid shoulder) at the Battle of Badon in 516. The theory that this as a misinterpretation, occurring in both texts, is supported by the fact that there is no record of such detailed emblems on shields of that date[footnoteRef:44] and suggests that, either one is based on the other, or that they had access to a common source, which Dumville, argues must be a set of annals[footnoteRef:45]. Such references to Arthur in the Annales Cambriae, as well as giving greater detail of his role in the  battles, also provide dates, and other details missing from the De Excidio Britanniae and the Historia Brittonum. There is also reference to Arthur’s last battle in 537, the Battle of Camlann, in which Arthur and Medraut fell[footnoteRef:46].  [44:  Richard Barber, The Figure of Arthur (London: Longman, 1972). p.101]  [45:  Thomas Charles-Edwards , ‘The Arthur of History’, in The Arthur of the Welsh: The Arthurian Legend in Medieval Welsh Literature, eds. Rachel Bromwich, A.O.H. Jarman, Brynley F. Roberts (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1991). pp.26-7]  [46:  ibid. p.45] 

As with all of these early sources there is disagreement about interpretation, but the detail provided begins to lay the foundation for Arthur’s portrayal as a figure from history. On the other hand, the account of his single-handed slaughter of almost a thousand English warriors at Badon Hill, a battle previously mentioned by Gildas,
and in it (the battle) nine hundred and sixty men fell in one day, from a single charge of Arthur’s, and no one laid them low save he alone; and he was victorious in all his campaigns[footnoteRef:47] [47:  Nennius: British History and the Welsh Annals, ed. and trans. John Morris (London: Phillimore & Co. Ltd., 1980). p.35] 

if considered with the two Arthurian place-name stories, Carn Cafal and the tomb of Amr, recounted in the Mirabilia[footnoteRef:48], presents him as a mythological figure of folklore with supernatural powers and linked with particular places, rather than the Christian, warrior- leader of the Britons revealed in chapter 56 of the Historia.  [48:  ibid. p.42] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]In addition to these ostensibly historical documents, there are other pre-Galfridian texts, in the form of poetry and story, which throw some light on the character of Arthur, although they reveal more about Arthur’s world[footnoteRef:49] than evidence of his existence. Again, we must be careful, when considering these, to recognise that the written form in which some of them survive, reveal patterns and variations consistent with the oral tradition of the cyfarwyddiaid and therefore, suggestive of an earlier oral transmission[footnoteRef:50]. Despite the well-developed skill of the story tellers and bards in the use of references such as Trioedd Ynys Prydein to memorise and transmit these narratives faithfully, they were always liable to a degree of error[footnoteRef:51]. The two copies of the story of Culhwch ac Olwen from the Red Book of Hergest and the White Book of Rhydderch, however, are by an author well versed in the techniques of the cyfarwyddiaid both in structure and delivery. He makes use of a basic Tale-Type (AT513A)[footnoteRef:52] to bring together existing stories into one narrative, culminating in the hunting of the boar, Twrch Trwyth and in so doing reveals something of the structure of Arthur’s world, his court, his closest companions, Cai, Bedwyr, and Gwalchmai, and his role as leader, defender and monster slayer; Chief of the Kings of Britain[footnoteRef:53], but more concerned with leading than ruling. The extensive Court-List, which Culhwch uses to persuade Arthur to stick to his promise, is a particularly useful source of detail, but is a device more usually employed to enhance the hero’s stature as, for example, in the poem Pa ŵr yw’r porthor?, one of a series of poems in the Black Book of Carmarthen. This begins with a dialogue between Arthur and the gatekeeper in which Arthur lists his men and their heroic exploits. It has been claimed that this poem, despite some historical references, moves the figure of Arthur from a suggested historical context to one of mythology[footnoteRef:54]. Similarly, in Preiddiau Annwn, Taliesin draws on existing folklore, concerning an overseas expedition undertaken by Arthur, to compose a story about the rescue of a person in distress, in this case Gweir ap Gweirioed, one of the Tri Goruchel Garcharawr Ynys Brydein[footnoteRef:55] who was imprisoned overseas. This presages the later literary interpretations carrying a strong moral message through the ideal of chivalry[footnoteRef:56]. The jig-saw begins to reveal an image of Arthur but within an indistinct border of historical probability. [49:  O.J. Padel, Arthur in Medieval Welsh Literature (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2000). p.28]  [50:  Patrick Sims-Williams, ‘The Early Welsh Arthurian Poems’, in The Arthur of the Welsh: The Arthurian Legend in Medieval Welsh Literature, eds. Rachel Bromwich, A.O.H. Jarman, Brynley F. Roberts (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1991).  p.36]  [51:  Richard Barber, The Figure of Arthur (London: Longman, 1972). p.20]  [52:  Antti Aarne and Stith Thompson, Types of the Folktale, (Helsinki: 1928)]  [53:  Brynley F. Roberts, ‘Culhwch ac Olwen’, in The Arthur of the Welsh: The Arthurian Legend in Medieval Welsh Literature, eds. Rachel Bromwich, A.O.H. Jarman, Brynley F. Roberts (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1991). pp.77-9]  [54:  Jon B. Coe and Simon Young, The Celtic Sources for the Arthurian Legend (Burnham-on-Sea: Llanerch Press, 1995). pp.127-33]  [55:  Trioedd Ynys Prydein: The Triads of the Island of Britain, ed. and trans. Rachel Bromwich (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2014). pp.146-9]  [56:  O.J. Padel, Arthur in Medieval Welsh Literature (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2000). pp.34-5] 

The evidence considered so far suggests that, while it may be possible to claim some biographical details for a historical Arthur, these are obfuscated by his portrayal as a mythological character, capable of entry to a parallel land of magic where he overcomes giants, witches and other monsters. The Annales Cambriae provides dates for two of Arthur’s battles, Badon (516) and Camlann (537), but doubts have been expressed as to their accuracy. Many believe that they probably took place about fifteen years earlier, which is consistent with Gildas who was born in about 496, the same year as Badon. This implies that Arthur could not have been born later than about 465[footnoteRef:57], which also matches up with the reference to an Arthur in the Gododdin, but which of the four or five British Arthurs of that period is unclear and the beginnings of a solution to the puzzle remain tantalisingly out of reach. His name appears to be derived from the common Roman name Artorius, and he may have been one of a series of post-Roman, British chieftains who led the resistance against the Saxons, following the departure of Ambrosius Aurelianus and may have been practised in Roman military tactics. These skills, although there is no archaeological evidence to support a cavalry force, may have helped establish his position, as the leader of the British tribal forces, in their campaigns against the Saxons[footnoteRef:58]. The list of his campaigns in the Historia Brittonum identifies twelve battles but it is difficult to identify where many of these took place, or indeed whether some were added to create a Biblical parallel in support of the writer’s main intention. Their suggested locations, however, cover a huge area extending from southern Scotland, through northern England, Wales, Cornwall and south-east England, so while there are possible pointers towards a historical, Brythonic Arthur, the constant possibility of authorial bias towards a particular objective, make it difficult to show that he existed outside the world of mythology and legend. [57:  Kenneth Hurlstone Jackson, The Arthur of History in Arthurian Literature in the Middle Ages: A Collaborative History, ed. Roger Sherman Loomis (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1959). p.5]  [58:  Richard Barber, The Figure of Arthur (London: Longman, 1972). pp.11-12] 

It is from this, uncertain, starting point that we must consider Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History of the Kings of Britain, which appeared by January 1139. It was written for a Norman audience by a man, probably born in Wales but with strong Breton connections. He may have had access to the earlier Arthurian material already discussed, as well as a knowledge of Welsh and Breton folklore, but also claims to have in his possession an additional text, now lost,
a very ancient book in the British language which set out in a consecutive and orderly fashion the acts of all (the kings) from Brutus, the first king of the Britons, down to Cadwaladrus, the son of Cadwallo, in a style of great beauty.
brought to him from Brittany by Walter, Archdeacon of Oxford. Geoffrey may have had only fragmentary knowledge of the early history of Britain, but this allowed him the freedom to invent new episodes and characters in order to fill in any gaps in the narrative history and to construct a continuous, animated account of events, with Arthur playing a pivotal role[footnoteRef:59], giving a perceived authenticity to the whole, greater than the fragments of historical fact which prompted its composition. At the heart of the Historia Regum Britanniae is the concept of one nation, led by a single king, which loses sovereignty to the Saxons, but, as prophesised, experiences a period of success under Arthur’s leadership and, because of the ambiguous nature of his demise, provokes the suggestion of future triumphs.  [59:  Brynley F. Roberts, ‘Geoffrey of Monmouth, Historia Regum Britanniae and Brut Y Brenhinedd’, in The Arthur of the Welsh: The Arthurian Legend in Medieval Welsh Literature, eds. Rachel Bromwich, A.O.H. Jarman, Brynley F. Roberts (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1991).  pp.97-106] 

Such was the popularity of Geoffrey’s history, that it marks a watershed in Arthurian literature with Arthur emerging from a purely Brythonic background into a wider European context where subsequent writers have continued to develop a narrative and character for him to suit the needs and fashions of the time. It is, in my view, this lack of incontestable biographical detail, within a minimal historical record but immersed in traditional oral material, which allowed Geoffrey the freedom to weave his knowledge of Breton and British folklore, including place-names with Arthurian links, into the framework of the Historia Brittonum. Chrétien de Troyes, writing in the third quarter of the twelfth-century, was similarly able to draw on oral sources of Breton lore and Celtic myth, as well as a limited range of texts, including a French translation of Geoffrey’s Historia, to invent new detail, consistent with international folk themes, in his composition of the first romances set in the Arthurian court with its familiar cast of characters[footnoteRef:60]. They, rather than the weak historical record, have inspired later writers, such as Thomas Malory[footnoteRef:61] working at the end of the fifteenth-century, to develop the themes of chivalry and, in the Grail quest, to continue the theme of the transformation of the repentant sinner (Lancelot) to saintly hermit[footnoteRef:62]. They provide a pattern for living, reminiscent of the mirror for princes model proposed for the Mabinogi[footnoteRef:63]. Malory’s narrative was composed at a time when Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia was believed to be largely factual and Arthur, therefore, a historical figure whose exploits, and those of his knights, had been recorded in the French romance sources by contemporary observers[footnoteRef:64]. While these pseudo-historical sources, as the discussion has shown, cannot be verified, they do reveal something of the strength of belief in the veracity of the Arthurian literature available to medieval audiences. [60: 62 Roberta L. Krueger, ‘Chrétien de Troyes and the invention of Arthurian Courtly Fiction’, in A Companion to Arthurian Literature, ed. Helen Fulton (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009). pp.161-2]  [61:  Thomas Malory, Morte Darthur 1469-70]  [62:  Raluca L. Radulescu, ‘Malory and the Quest for the Holy Grail’, in A Companion to Arthurian Literature, ed. Helen Fulton (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009). pp.337-8 ]  [63:  C.A. McKenna, ‘Learning Lordship: The education of Manawydan’, in Ildánach Ildírech: a festschrift for Proinsias Mac Cana, eds. Carey, J. et al.  (Aberystwyth and Andover MA: Celtic Studies Publications, 1999) pp. 118–9]  [64:  Andrew Lynch, ‘Malory’s Morte Darthur and History’, in A Companion to Arthurian Literature, ed. Helen Fulton (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009). p.297] 

While writers from Shakespeare to the present day have always felt able to loosen the constraining chains of historical fact in the pursuit of a convincing tale, or to provide propaganda for political, or religious causes, the existing contemporary record exposes the extent of their invention. There is nothing like this for Arthur, so pseudo-histories and folklore take on an authenticity which is less easy to challenge. Geoffrey aspired to present Arthur as a credible historical figure, acceptable in contemporary terms, both literary and realistic[footnoteRef:65]. The Historia Regum Britanniae established Arthur as a figure so important to medieval society that writers were motivated to manipulate his story for their own purposes, as in the twelfth century Vitae Sanctorum Cambriae, where Arthur as a temporal lord is used as a foil for the saint in order to raise the profile of the associated religious house and thereby establish property rights recorded in legal charters. These added to the growing range of Arthurian material allowing subsequent authors to add new layers to the cycle of tales and to adapt them for developing media. This can no longer be compared to a traditional two-dimensional rectangular jig-saw but rather to a developing spiral[footnoteRef:66] with a few, possibly factual but more probably mythical, biographical details at the centre. I believe that within such a structure, writers can, and have been able to build on both the original material and the later literature, in all its forms, to create new narratives around the figure of Arthur which meet new objectives. [65:  Brynley F. Roberts, ‘Geoffrey of Monmouth, Historia Regum Britanniae and Brut Y Brenhinedd’, in The Arthur of the Welsh: The Arthurian Legend in Medieval Welsh Literature, eds. Rachel Bromwich, A.O.H. Jarman, Brynley F. Roberts (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1991). p.108]  [66:  Ceridwen Lloyd-Morgan, 2016. Evolution and instability:  Reading Welsh Arthurian literature.
] 
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