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Prophecy, Politics and Place in Medieval England by Victoria Flood presents an original and enlightening approach to early mediaeval England and Britain, witnessed through the lens of prophecy. By defining prophecy as often representing ‘an engagement with a highly nostalgic version of the imagined past, and historical-legendary territorial configurations, to which it promises a return,’ her methodology is therefore structured by a historicistic approach. Her overarching approach assesses the political, social, and culturally contingent behaviours and actions of a period, people, and location by studying their lived prophetical history. 
Flood begins by traversing the existing academic pursuits into political opening up key points of nuanced contention. First, she puts forth an alternative direction Coote has previously concluded upon, that the understanding of prophecy for actors in the middle ages was a democratic discourse across classes. Instead, Flood notes ‘the subjects and addressees of political prophecy belonged to the very highest social stratum.’[footnoteRef:1] Adding to this, Flood rebuffs Paul Strohm’s analysis of prophecy as a cynical tool deployed by the elite political actors to justify the means to a desired end. Flood instead believes ‘these texts are the products of, and accordingly reproduce, a total value system in which their authors believed.’[footnoteRef:2] Furthermore, by presenting herself as the voice for an unbiased examination of prophetic origins, she highlights the importance of natio and gens[footnoteRef:3] to the authors and receivers of political prophecy. This is reflected in the geography of the prophecy’s circulation, which were focused along nationalistic borders. Finally, she seeks to distance herself from, ‘the long-held supposition that we could not have national identity in England until authors began writing in English.’[footnoteRef:4] This is connected with the misconception that oral tradition was the predominant mode of transmission for prophecy, as Flood instead judges that ‘medieval political prophecy is first and foremost an engagement with textual history.’[footnoteRef:5] [1:  Victoria Flood, Prophecy, Politics and Place in Medieval England: From Geoffrey of Monmouth to Thomas of Erceldoune, Cambridge, D. S. Brewer: 2016, 3.]  [2:  Ibid 3.]  [3:  Ibid 9.]  [4:  Ibid 10.]  [5:  Ibid 13.] 

Such a multifaceted approach to the chosen literature at times risks losing sight of the grander purpose for this book. However, these backgrounding points of contention are well evidenced and prove to be a necessary subterranean layer beneath each chapter. They help serve as minor interconnected subplots woven to support her predominant thesis which is: the belief that a pan-insular (relating to the geographic islands of Great Britain and Ireland) understanding of the political prophetic literature cannot be ignored when assessing the content historicistically. The motives and beliefs of the island’s elite actors lie within this pan-insular prophetical tradition, as Flood writes, ‘the direct engagement of high political figures with prophecy, and the place of prophecy in elite identifications, brings a new dimension to our understanding of medieval political behaviours and mentalities.’[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Ibid 201-202.] 

Starting in the twelfth and thirteenth century and progressing chronologically, chapter one discusses the importance of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Prophetiae Merlini. Flood argues this prophecy founded in older Welsh material such as Armes Prydein, possesses a formula of British unity, to overthrow, back to unity, that constitutes the background framework future insular traditions are to be built upon. Flood shows that for Geoffrey, British and Norman history was united genealogically, and since 1066, the island had returned to be Norman from the invading Anglo-Saxons. ‘British prophecy was fulfilled in Norman history’[footnoteRef:7] thus fundamentally changing the central concern of Armes Prydein, which focuses on ‘the rightful possession of British territory by the Britons (as a broad ethnic group), and the expulsion of the English.’[footnoteRef:8] [7:  Ibid 18.]  [8:  Ibid 31.] 

Building on Geoffrey’s reconstitution of older prophetical material, the second chapter examines Scottish and English prophecy at the beginning of the fourteenth century, and how the Galfridian formula was ‘a powerful piece of political rhetoric on both sides of the border.’[footnoteRef:9] While the English prophetical tradition is traceable to Geoffrey in Edward’s letter to the Pope, Flood argues convincingly that the Scottish claim to British unity had to call upon an alliance ‘of the Scots with the true Britons, the Welsh, in imaginings of a Scottish-led anti-English confederation.’[footnoteRef:10] The prophetic formula was once more being utilised, ‘working in Latin and French, and later English’[footnoteRef:11] to satisfy opposing political and nationalistic beliefs either side of the border.  [9:  Ibid 66.]  [10:  Ibid 66.]  [11:  Ibid 67.] 

Staying in the fourteenth century, chapter three develops this theme further, by examining prophecies attributed to Thomas of Erceldoune writing in English, as a ‘genuinely pan-insular literary-political phenomenon, once more drawing on Galfridian themes.’[footnoteRef:12] Chapter four rounds off her discussion by focusing in on the Percy family of Northumberland in the fifteenth century and the Ceiloig Y North prophecy. Beginning as the English anti-Lancastrian prophecy Cock in the North, Flood guides the reader to see how its Galfridian and therefore Welsh borrowing comes to represent the rise of the Tudor dynasty from North Wales. By examining Ceiloig Y North’s translation into Welsh as signifying ‘the re-appropriation of a prophetic narrative that made its first journey from Wales into England 300 years previously,’ Flood bookends her study well, starting and finishing in Wales. Throughout all the chapters Flood helpfully includes verses of the discussed prophecies as well as their according translations, aiding to contextualise and consolidate her evidence more persuasively.  [12:  Ibid 111.] 

Occasionally, Flood’s evidence for a pan-insular dialogue becomes speculative, resulting in turns of phrase such as ‘he may also have’[footnoteRef:13] or, ‘this body of allusions suggests an acquaintance.’[footnoteRef:14] Her prose occasionally struggles to differentiate her collated texts into greater and lesser profitability. Within the wide selection of texts, such as Als Y Yod in chapter two, some lack the conviction to further her argument of cross-cultural prophetical tradition. Additionally, the backbone of her study, the analysis of the Prophetiae suffers slightly as Flood focuses most ardently on only verses 110-14 of its prophecy. While these verses are dissected profoundly, an analysis of similar detail is noticeably lacking for the other verses penned by Geoffrey, sacrificing depth of study for the quantity of other sources examined. Nonetheless, texts convincingly chosen by Flood such as the Prophetiae (at least verses 110-114), Edward III’s letter and the Scottish riposte, and Ceiliog y North, demonstrate with great cohesion how a pan-insular prophetic source formulated opposing beliefs and real-world actions of the most potent political actors of the age. [13:  Ibid 86.]  [14:  Ibid 86.] 

Overall, Flood’s prophetical lensing grants the reader with a sharper focus appreciating the importance prophecy played moulding and contextualising real world political dynamics in the twelfth to the fifteenth century. Although not always straightforwardly, her study fulfils its multiple goals. By presenting evidence for a pan-insular written prophetical tradition by elites actors with true belief, I believe Flood has successfully shown ‘that prophecy is not non- or extra-literary material, but a body of texts defined by the inter-textual influences elsewhere characteristic of medieval writing.’[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Ibid 14.] 

