A Commentary on Chapter One of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s
History of the Kings of Britain


This is a commentary on the opening chapter of book one of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History of the Kings of Britain. In a modern book, this chapter would be more recognisable as an introduction although it is far briefer. The most notable difference from a modern introduction is in the conspicuous flattery of Geoffrey’s intended patron, this is highlighted in the title of chapter one, ‘The epistle dedicatory to Robert earl of Gloucester’. The context in which Geoffrey created this work is important to understanding its meaning. It is widely agreed that Geoffrey completed this book in 1136 just a year after the death of Henry I which precipitated the start of a civil war known as ‘the Anarchy’.[footnoteRef:1] Geoffrey was born into the aftermath of William the Conqueror’s invasion of Britain, Anglo-Welsh-Norman relations were still at a tenuous stage in their development and, it is against this background that Geoffrey created this book.[footnoteRef:2] There are no dates provided, Geoffrey neither states when he wrote this book nor does he state what time frame he intends to cover, only that he intends to describe the reigns of the British kings who lived before the time of Christ up to the reign of Cadwallader.  [1:  Jim Bradbury, Stephen and Matilda the Civil War of 1139-53 (Dublin: History Press, 2011), p.p. 26, 166.]  [2:  Karen Jankulak, Geoffrey of Monmouth, (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2010), p. 5.] 

The opening sentence is surprisingly casual as Geoffrey claims to have ‘happened to light upon the History of the Kings of Britain’, as he was, ‘occupied on many and various studies’. Jankulak suggests that Geoffrey’s duties as a magister would have taken him to the continent for his studies.[footnoteRef:3] Along with Robert of Gloucester, Geoffrey immediately mentions Gildas and Bede followed by Christ, Arthur, and Walter the Archdeacon of Oxford. In the opening ten lines of his work, Geoffrey has mentioned six people of note and from this, we can understand what he felt was important. In Patterson’s biography of Robert of Gloucester, he describes how many contemporary writers were drawn to Robert’s patronage as, being the eldest illegitimate son of Henry I, he was a highly educated, powerful member of the aristocracy and even maintained a library. Having Robert’s name attached to a literary work gave it credibility.[footnoteRef:4] The works Geoffrey is alluding to when he refers to Gildas (d. 570?) and Bede (d. 735) are respectively ‘De Excidio et Conquestu Britanniae, The Ruin of Britain’[footnoteRef:5] and the, ’Ecclesiastical History of the English People’.[footnoteRef:6] By mentioning these two historians, Geoffrey is illustrating to his readers that this text is going to be of the same genre and he is placing himself on a par with them. In stating that Bede and Gildas do not list the kings from before the incarnation of Christ, Geoffrey stresses the importance of Christ in the medieval concept of timekeeping and, partially sets out the agenda for his work with this critique of the earlier historians. Geoffrey’s mention of Arthur without so much as the prefix of king suggests that Arthur may have already been a well-established character by his time. Arthur is not mentioned by Gildas or Bede but does appear twice in the Annales Cambriae. He is described as fighting in the battle of Badon in 516 and, dying in the battle of Camlann in 537.[footnoteRef:7] Geoffrey briefly describes an ancient book given to him by Walter Archdeacon of Oxford, he details the content of the text as a comprehensive account of the rule of British kings from Brutus to Cadwallader. The unnamed ancient British book is considered a complete fabrication as there is no evidence of such a text existing and such claims to have based his work on an older text is a literary device used to lend credibility to the fictional aspects of his work.[footnoteRef:8] It would be interesting to know what Walter’s reaction to Geoffrey’s claims was, was it really at his request that Geoffrey created this work and, was he offended by his name being used as part of a deception? Geoffrey’s connection with Oxford and therefore Walter was as a magister, a teacher, and secular canon from the year 1129, his name appears alongside that of Walter in three charters.[footnoteRef:9] The two men must have known each other well and it is likely that Walter would have encouraged Geoffrey not only to write his book but to also use his name.  [3:  Jankulak, Geoffrey of Monmouth, p. 10.]  [4:  Robert B. Patterson, The Earl, the Kings, and the Chronicler (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), p. xx.]  [5:  Gildas, De Excidio et Conquestu Britanniae, (South Carolina: Create Space, 6th century). This work is a three-part sermon condemning the acts of his contemporaries for the dire condition of a post-Roman Britain. ]  [6:  Bede, Ecclesiastical History of the English People, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 7th century). This is a work detailing the history of the Christian church in England. It is considered one of the most influential texts in the development of a British identity.]  [7:  Fordham University, 2021, Medieval Sourcebook: The Annales Cambriae (Annals of Wales), [Accessed 26/01/21] https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/annalescambriae.asp. ]  [8:  Jankulak, Geoffrey of Monmouth, p.p. 13, 14. Geoffrey names the book as Britannici sermonis in a later chapter. ]  [9:  Jankulak, Geoffrey of Monmouth, p. 10.] 

 
Geoffrey claims his Latin is homely and he has collected the florid language of other writers. As Geoffrey was a highly educated man this self-deprecation is a literary device used to create a sense of modesty which highlights Geoffrey’s following flattery of Robert of Gloucester. Geoffrey claims that ’this work humbly sues for the favour of being so corrected by your advice’. It is at this point that we can recognise that Geoffrey is addressing this chapter directly to Robert. The chapter ends with a homage to Henry I and declares that Robert is Britain’s new Henry. This is an interesting detail as Robert was a supporter of his half-sister, Matilda’s, claim to the throne.[footnoteRef:10] I think that Geoffrey is suggesting that Robert should have succeeded his father. Despite Geoffrey’s flattery of Robert, when it came to choosing a writer to compose a chronicle of the civil war Robert commissioned William of Malmesbury in 1140, suggesting that he was unimpressed by Geoffrey’s work.[footnoteRef:11] Throughout this chapter, Geoffrey uses the terms Britons, Britain, and British apart from when he refers to Henry I who he calls, ‘the glorious king of England’. I find this an interesting choice of terminology, and it raises many questions regarding the notion of a unified national consciousness in the twelfth century. When Geoffrey uses the term ‘British’ he is referring to Wales, Scotland, Cornwall, and England why, then, does he consider Henry I the king of only England but claims that, in Robert, all of Britain possesses another Henry? It may relate to Geoffrey’s Welsh centric view of the world as the last king in Wales died in 1093 during the reign of Henry I.[footnoteRef:12]   [10:  Patterson, The Earl, the Kings, and the Chronicler, p. 1. Henry I had named his daughter, the empress Matilda, as his successor but the throne was usurped after his death by his nephew Stephen.]  [11:  Patterson, The Earl, the Kings, and the Chronicler, p. xvi.]  [12:  Jankulak, Geoffrey of Monmouth, p. 5. Rhys ap Tewdwr was the king of Deheubarth not the entirety of Wales.
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