Celtic Arthur and the Matter of Britain Aassignment      Matt Cooke. 1805005:

TO what extent did Geoffrey of Monouth’s Historia regum Britanniae preserve earlier material and to what extent was this work innovative?

The Historia Regum Britanniae or History of the Kkings of Britain was one of the most influential texts of its time. It has survived in roughly 215 Latin documents dating to the 12th and 18th centuries. These documents are comprised of three major editions: theThe First and Second Variants, and the standard (Vulgate) text[footnoteRef:1]. Other than the Latin versions, the Historia was translated into a variety of medieval European vernacular, such as Anglo-Norman, Middle English and Middle Welsh by the 13th century[footnoteRef:2].  [1:  J. Crick. The Historia Regum Britannie of Geoffrey of Monmouth, vol. 4: Dissemination and reception in the later Middle Ages. (Cambridge: Brewer, 1991)]  [2:  B.F. Roberts. Geoffrey of Monmouth, Historia Regum Britanniae and Brut y Brenhinedd. In R. Bromwhich, A. O. H. Jarman, & B.F. Roberts (eds), The Arthur of the Welsh. Cardiff: University of Wales Press (1991) pp. 97-116] 


Historia was written in Latin Cc. 1136[footnoteRef:3] by Geoffrey of Monmouth and is almost biblical in nature. It recounts the stories of the British people who, guided by divine prophecy, came to rule the kingdom of Britain. Historia begins in 12th century BC with the figure of Brutus, founder of Britain and the great grandson of the Trojan Aeneas, and it concludes with King Cadwallader and the Saxon conquest of the 7th century. [3:  E Faral. ‘Geoffrey de Monmouth: les faits et les dates de sa biographie’, article in Romania, I.III (1927), pp. 1-42] 


 Between these two points in time, within the years stretching from Brutus to Cadwallader, Geoffrey describes the history of the people under the reign of the British kkings. He uses genealogies of British primogeniture and detailed chronicling to illustrate the sequence of dynasties with particular attention to detail. In a few instances, Geoffrey dwells on certain incidents or events within a kKing’s reign, chosen  it seems by his own arbitrary discretions. Geoffrey seems to place greatest emphasis on the times of Arthur, with the Historia representing the earliest extant biographical account of the king.  Once the Arthurian story is story is told, the book quickly moves to its own end where years of civil war and plague weaken the British people to foreign invasion. King Cadwallader accepts the loss of Britain as penance for their sins and Britain is thereby left to the Saxons albeit for a small group of survivors named the ‘Welsh’. These survivors are but hollow forms of their ancestors, those British rulers whose lineage surpasses the Saxons and continues with the Norman kings.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  L. Thorpe (Trans.) Geoffrey of Monmouth: History of the kings of Britain. Harmondsworth: Penguin (1966)
Lloyd, Hist., p. 526.
] 


There is a vast amount of historical information present within the Historia. If this information is genuine and accurately reflects the events which took place in early British history, then the book is an invaluable historical primary source. Geoffrey’s reputation as a reliable historical commentator, however, has seen varied greatly since the Historia was written in the 12th century. 

The aims of this paper are to summarise the research surrounding Geoffrey’s Historia, and to assess the extent to which its can be viewed as a genuine historical account. To achieve this, it is necessary to ask two major questions: To what extent does the Historia preserve earlier material,, and to what extent can this work be considered innovative? This essay will attempt to answer both questions by touching on a number of relevant topics including the character and motivations of Geoffrey of Monmouth, literary styles of the 12th century, and the source material of the Historia. It is also important to note that this essay defines ‘iInnovative’ as ‘inventive’ which implies conscious creation. It cannot, therefore, be concluded that the Historia is innovative unless it is deemed that Geoffrey purposefully included imaginary elements in the narrative.   

Who was Geoffrey of Monmouth?

To properly analyse the Historia, it is first necessary to understand more about the life of Geoffrey of Monmouth. What is known of him has been gathered from his own work and from references within ecclesiastical texts.[footnoteRef:5] Fortunately, a fair amount of knowledge has been collected on Geoffrey. Within the Historia, he refers to himself as having connexion with Monmouth, using the names Gaufridus Monemutensis (vii.2) and Galfridus Monumotensis (xi.1).  His association with Monmouth his likely due to birth,  which results in the strong chance that he was a Welshman. It is also possible, though, that he wase may have been born elsewhere, such as Brittany, before moving to Wales. He perpetually references Caerlion-on-Usk, which likely has a biographical justification[footnoteRef:6], and from cC. 1129 to 1151 his life was closely tied to Oxford and the events which occurred there.  [5:  H.Fulton. ‘History and Myth: Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae’, in H.Fulton (ed.), A Companion to Arthurian Literature (Chichester: Blackwell Publishing, 2009), pp. 63-92.]  [6:  L. Thorpe (Trans.) Geoffrey of Monmouth: History of the kings of Britain. Harmondsworth: Penguin (1966)
Lloyd, Hist., p. 526.] 


His signature is present on the witness list for a total of six 12th century charters between the years 1129 and 1151. Each of these charters have connections to the area of Oxford[footnoteRef:7]. The first charter concerns the island of Oseney in Oxford, and it can be deduced that he was a secular canon at St Goeorge’s.[footnoteRef:8] Early in 1151, Geoffrey assumed the position of Bishop Elect of St Asaph in what is extant Flintshire. In February of 1152 he became a priest of Westminster and was consecrated by Archbishop Theobald at Llambeth[footnoteRef:9]. He also was also a possible witness to the Treaty of Westminster in 1153 between Henry Fitz-Empress and Stephen[footnoteRef:10] (11), before his death in 1155[footnoteRef:11] (12). [7:  H.E. Salter, ‘Geoffrey of Monmouth and Oxford’, article in The English Historical Review, XXXIV (1919), pp. 382-5.]  [8:  B. Roberts., ‘Geoffrey of Monmouth and Welsh Historical Tradition’, Nottingham Mediaeval Studies 20 (1976), 29-40.]  [9:  A.W Hardan & W. Stubbs. Councils and ecclesiastical documents relating to Great Britain and Ireland, Vol. I. p. 360, Oxford (1869)]  [10:  T.Rymer & R. Saunderson. Foedera, Conventiones, Literae, etc., Sanderson, London, 1704-35, Vol. I, p. 14.]  [11:  T. Jones (ed.) Brut y Tywysogion, Peniarth 20 Version.  Cardiff 1952.] 


There is an abundance of information available on early 12th century Oxford. At the time of Geoffrey’s residency, while yet to become a university, Oxfordit was still a prosperous hub of contemporary knowledge and learned individuals. The palace of Beaumont was ordered to be constructed, and, was frequently visited, by, Henry 1. The palace was the bBirthplace of Richard Coeur de Lion in 1157 and King Stephan held council at Oxford in 1136, summoning prestigious names such as Robert, the Earl of Gloucester. Early mMedieval Oxford was also the site where Matilda sought refuge and became besieged by King Stephen in 1142[footnoteRef:12].  [12:  J.S.P. Tatlock. The legendary history of Britain. Berkely, CA: University of California Press (1950)] 





Motivations

Geoffrey, it seems, spent a great deal of time in a place which would have allowed him contact with many notable figures and events in British politics. Would this have motivated him to write books with the purpose of raising his social standing and ingratiating himself with the nobility? If this were to be the case, and Historia was a work borne from ambition rather than curiosity, it would not be surprising to find that Geoffrey had invented some of its material to create a more compelling read.

Geoffrey does state his motivations in Historia’s opening words:

‘While my mind was often pondering many things in many ways, my thought turned to the history of the Kings of Britain, and I was surprised that, among the references to them in the fine works of Gildas and Bede, I had found nothing concerning the kings who lived here before Christ’s incarnation, and nothing about Arthur and the many others who succeeded after it, even though their deeds are worthy or eternal praise and are proclaimed by many people as if they had been entertainingly and memorably written down.’[footnoteRef:13]  [13:  Reeve, M (ed.) & Wright, N. (trans.) Geoffrey of Monmouth: History of the kings of Britain. Cambridge: Boydell (2007).] 


Yet despite such self-proclaimed noble intentions, the motives behind the Historia appear more patriotic and political. The Historia negatively portrays the Romans’ as corrupters of British sovereignty while the Britons as a people chosen by God to rule the known world.  The concluding chapter demonstrates Geoffrey’s constant depiction of Britain as a veritable Eden of men. He implores the Welsh to not forget their majestic history as former rulers of Europe and reminds them of their future glory as attributed to them by the prophecies of Merlin[footnoteRef:14].  [14:  J.E Lloyd, A history of Wales from the earliest times to the Edwardian Conquest, London 1939, 2nd ed., 2 vols with the pages numbered consecutively I-816. Pp. 523-4] 


Concerning politics, J.S.B. Tatlock notes that during the time of Geoffrey, there was a significant lack of documentary British history[footnoteRef:15]. Geoffrey may have written the Historia to position himself in a greater place of political power by providing a history which aligned itself with the interests of the Norman Royalty. Such a work would ingratiate himself to them and secure his place as an important and influential societal figure.  [15:  J.S.P Tatlock. The legendary history of Britain. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press (1950)] 


Validity ofWhat were Shis sources and were they valid?

It’s possible, however, for Geoffrey to have been both ambitious and authentic, given access to the right historical materials. With the purpose of chronicling the royal histories of the British people, it would only become necessary to innovate if: gaps were present in the knowledge of historical British sovereignty or if the facts did not correlate to Geoffrey’s aims of patriotism and politics. Historia seems to have been inspired by a wide array of literature and personalities. Large portions of the Historia Brittonum seem to have been adapted for the Historia, yet Nennius is not referenced in the text. Other notable writers are mentioned, however, with Geoffrey citing prestigious Latin authors such as Livy, Cicero and Lucan. The rhetorical style of the Historia has been compared to late-antique and Classical literary models, possibly revealing the influence of  Virgil, Augustine of Hippo, and Lucretius[footnoteRef:16]. The biblical overtones of the Historia may point to the exposure Geoffrey had to ecclesiastical texts during his religious career, and also to the general prevalence of Christian symbolism in medieval European society.  [16:  M. Curley. Geoffrey of Monmouth. New York: Twayne (1994)] 


Geoffrey himself regards the main source for the Historia to be ‘a certain very ancient book’ given to him by his acquaintance, Walter the Archdeacon of Oxford. This is revealed in i.1:

‘I frequently thought the matter over in this way until Walter, Aarchdeacon of Oxford, a man skilled in the rhetorical arts and in foreign histories, brought me a very old book in the British tongue (quondam Britannici sermonis librum uetustissimum) which set out in excellent style a continuous narrative of all their deeds from the first king of the Britons, Brutus, down to Cadualadrus, son of Caduallo. Though I have never gathered showy words from the gardens of others, I was persuaded by his request to translate the book into Latin in a rustic style, reliant on my own reed pipe; had I larded my pages with bombastic terms, I would tire my readers with the need to linger over understanding my words rather than following my narrative.’[footnoteRef:17] [17:  H.Fulton. ‘History and Myth: Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae’, in H.Fulton (ed.), A Companion to Arthurian Literature (Chichester: Blackwell Publishing, 2009), pp. 63-92.] 


This ‘Walter’ undoubtedly existed and resided in Oxford together with Geoffrey. Walter’s name occurs on a several documents and charters, occasionally appearing alongside the signature of Geoffrey [footnoteRef:18]. His book, however, remains a mystery. Geffrey mentions its existence twice more over the course of the Historia, once casually (xi.1) and finally within an epilogue which occurs in certain versions of the text. If it did exist, then it has certainly become lost over time. Sir John Lloyd echoes this with the words:  [18:  L. Thorpe (Trans.) Geoffrey of Monmouth: History of the kings of Britain. Harmondsworth: Penguin (1966)] 


‘No Welsh composition exists which can be reasonably looked upon as the original, or even the groundwork, of the History of the Kings of Britain’[footnoteRef:19].  [19:  Lloyd, Hist., p. 526.] 


Of course, just because it no longer survives does not mean it once did not. The ‘ancient book’ would likely have been a manuscript, potentially the only one of its kind. It is the nature of history that many more medieval manuscripts are lost than survive. It is also possible, however, that the ‘ancient book’ may have been symbolism[footnoteRef:20] for the oral tradition. Geoffrey may have used ‘book’ to represent Walter’s personal knowledge of history. This is hinted at within the Historia where Geoffrey describes Arthur’s mortal wounding at the battle of Camlann. He writes that he: [20:  L.Thorpe, ‘Le Roman de Silence, by Heldris de Cornualle’ in Nottingham Mediaeval Studies, Vol. V (1961), p. 57.] 


 ‘Heard it too, from Walter of Oxford, a man most learned in all branches of history (xi.1).’[footnoteRef:21]’ [21:  L. Thorpe (Trans.) Geoffrey of Monmouth: History of the kings of Britain. Harmondsworth: Penguin (1966)] 


Whether or not this ‘ancient book’ existed, Helen Fulton argues that it may not have been necessary for writing the Historia. Many genuine sources seemed have been available to Geoffrey, such as the Historia brittonum, for example, which itself features the Cities and Marvels of Britain. He also would have probably had related British historical materials like the Annales Cambriae and Royal Welsh genealogies. He demonstrates knowledge of the British princes which appear in the early poetry of Wales such as Hiwenus filius Uriani, or Owain son of Urien. The Annales Cambriae may have provided Geoffrey information on the Battle of Camlan and the early Arthurian tale Culhwch ac olwen, like Geoffrey, relates Arthur to Cornish locations such as Kelliwig[footnoteRef:22]. [22: O.J. Padel. ‘Geoffrey of Monmouth and Cornwall’. Cambridge Medieval Celtic Studies (1984)] 


These are all extant historical documents and, had they formed the basis of Historia, would imply its role as a significant preserver of early historical material. It is worth considering, however, the idea presented by Jacob Hammer in 1951. He published a book which contained a variation of the Historia[footnoteRef:23]. It was Hammer’s claim that this variation was another author’s adaptation of Geoffrey’s work. Robert A. Caldwell later suggested that this variant Historia could have actually preceded the Vulgate Historia[footnoteRef:24].  [23:  J. Hammer, Geoffrey of Monmouth. Historia Regum Britanniae. A variant version edited from manuscripts, Cambridgem Massachusetts, 1951.]  [24:  J.J. Parry & R.A. Caldwell, ‘Geoffrey of Monmouth,’ chapter in Arthurian Literature in the Middle Ages, a collaborative history, edited by Roger S. Loomis, Oxford, 1959, pp. 72-93.] 


The differences between the two texts include that the variant Historia is absent of the acknowledgements and dedications to Walter and the ‘ancient book’. It is possible that a contemporary author, the ‘pseudo Ggeoffrey’, is responsible for this variant text, and it provided the source or the ‘ancient book’ which Geoffrey adapted to form his Historia. This is despite the fact that the variant version was printed by Hammer in Latin, not British, and furthermore does not conclusively answer the question of Geoffrey’s sources, but merely expands it to include the variant text.

In conclusion, there seem to be a few theories regarding Geoffrey’s source material. He may have had access to an ‘ancient book’ which provided him much of the needed information but subsequently became lost over time. His access to genuine historical knowledge is reflected in his recreations of names which are also preserved in known contemporary manuscripts. Geoffrey’s ‘ancient book’ may have been symbolic for the oral knowledge of Walter, and finally, there may exist a ‘pseudo-Geoffrey’ who wrote an earlier text which Geoffrey then adapted to call his own.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  L. Thorpe (Trans.) Geoffrey of Monmouth: History of the kings of Britain. Harmondsworth: Penguin (1966)
Lloyd, Hist., p. 526.
] 


Regardless of the conclusion made, the Historia does not contain enough genuine historical information to claim that its primary source materials were authentic historical resources. It seems that Geoffrey, or even the pseudo-Geoffrey, created a largely fictitious work. This, at least, was the criticism of William of Newburgh, who in c. 1190 stated:

 ‘Iit is quite clear, that everything this man wrote about Arthur and his succesorssuccessors, or indeed about his predeccessorspredecessors from Vortigern onwards, was made up, partly by himself and partly by others, either from an inordinate love of lying, or for the sake of pleasing the Britons’[footnoteRef:26].  [26:  William of Newburgh, Historia Rerum Anglicarum, edited by R. Howlett in Chronicles of the reigns of Stephen, Henry II hand Richard I (Rolls Series), 1884-5, premium, I, ii.] 


It is easy to sympathise with William of Newburgh. The Historia pivots on the lives of three central characters: Brutus, who was the grandson of Trojan Kking Aeneas; Belinus, the sacker of Rome; and King Arthur. Despite this, there is no evidence to suggest the existence of Brutus, or that Rome was indeed sacked by a Briton named Belinus. The Arthur of the Historia is also depicted similarly to the fictional Arthur of later romances. It therefore seems difficult not to conclude, as William of Newburgh, that the Historia is primarily a work of innovation and does little to preserve earlier historical material. 

Historical Aaccuracy of the  Ttext:

Primarily innovative, perhaps, but not entirely. Geoffrey’s authenticity is demonstrated through his employment of names and place-names as many of these actually relate to genuine people and places. B. Roberts notes how Geoffrey uses early Welsh legends to inform his work[footnoteRef:27] and there is also the archaeological evidence to consider. [27:  B. Roberts., ‘Geoffrey of Monmouth and Welsh Historical Tradition’, Nottingham Mediaeval Studies 20 (1976), 29-40.] 


The Historia recounts how Merlin took stones from Mount Killarus in Ireland to Stonehenge in Salisbury Plain (viii. 10-14). This closely resembles the modern archaeological account of the bluestones being transported over land and sea from mountains in Precelly[footnoteRef:28]. Geoffrey also writes about the decapitation of an entire Roman legion at the hands of the Venedoti in London in V.4. In the passage, he describes how the Vendedoti threw the heads into a stream which, in the Saxon tongue, is called Galobroc. During the 1860s, General Pitt-Rivers found many skulls with little bones to accompany them in the Walbrook river[footnoteRef:29].  [28:  R.J.C. Atkinson, Stonehenge, London, 2nd ed., 1956, pp. 183-5; and Stuart Piggott, Antiquity, XV (1941), pp. 305-19, ‘The Stonehenge Story’.]  [29:  A.Griscom. The Historia Regum Britanniae of Geofrey of Monmouth, London, 1929. pp.211-14] 


The Historia took real historical elements and wove them into the fabric of fantasy. In the words of Acton Griscom: 

‘How much allowance must be made for expansion and emeblishmentembellishment is admittedly hard to determine, because, first and foremost, Geoffrey was bent on turning chronicle history into literature’.[footnoteRef:30]  [30:  A.Griscom. The Historia Regum Britanniae of Geofrey of Monmouth, London, 1929. pp.211-14] 


The Historia undoubtedly preserves earlier material, but it seems as though their preservation is corrupted by the desires of Geoffrey to create a work which entertains and inspires, as well as informs. As a result, it is difficult to pick out the historically accurate pieces of information from the grander, more fantastical canvass on which Geoffrey paints his version of events.

Other Literary Worksbooks and reputations

Geoffrey’s other notable works, however, may reveal the extent to which he innovated within Historia, and therefore the amount of genuine history contained therein. Geoffrey’s first work was the Prophecies of Merlin which later became incorporated into the Historia. This work was well received in contemporary society and the idea of Merlin’s prophecies were accepted as fact. Even Gerald of Wales, who criticiszed Historia for its innovations, claimed to have evidence for their existence of the prophecies.[footnoteRef:31] This earlier work would have created a good literary reputation for Geoffrey, which likely allowed him more creative freedom in his next work, Historia. [31: B. Roberts., ‘Geoffrey of Monmouth and Welsh Historical Tradition’, Nottingham Mediaeval Studies 20 (1976), 29-40.] 


In cC. 1150, Geoffrey wrote his other major literary piece, the Vita Merlini or life of Merlin. This work is a supposed biography of the mystical character, whom Geoffrey practically created earlier in his literary career. Geoffrey’s version of Merlin in Vita incorportates Northern British legend into its narrative and is therefore a different presentation of the man to that of the Historia. Geoffrey attempts to rectify this by saying how Vita is a continuation of Merlin’s story from Historia, depicting the events of Merlin as an older man, subject to new influences. This explanation cannot account for the fact that the two versions of Merlin occupy different periods of history. Historia Merlin lives in the late 5th century alongside Vortigern, whereas Vita Merlin is in the late 6th century where he is described to have become insane during the battle of Arfderydd (which the Annales Cambriae, or Welsh Annals, dates to c. 573). 

Oliver Padel explains how Vita was Geoffrey’s second attempt at ecclesiastical appointment. Padel also explains how Geoffrey produced a complete biography for Merlin with Vita by embellishing his earlier version of Merlin and incorporating him with Northern British legends. The Lailoken, or wild man of the north[footnoteRef:32] was used as inspiration for Vita, which again showcases Geoffrey’s ability to use genuine historical material to create a more fantastic narrative. [32:  O.J. Padel. ‘Geoffrey of Monmouth and the development of the Merlin Legend’. Cambrian Medieval Celtic Studies, 51, (2006) pp. 37-65.] 


It would not be a huge leap to suggest that Geoffrey would have abused his position of authority and used his ambition to embellish the facts of his sources and ‘innovate’ to produce a more compelling text with Historia. The fact that the Vita and Historia Merlin’s are temporally incompatible, despite Geoffrey maintaining their connection, demonstrates the ability for his writing deceive and undermines his authenticity as an author.




Contemporary StyleArgument as innovator from contemporary view of history?

Thus far, the available evidence seems to portray the Historia as strongly innovative. The motivations of Geoffrey appear from his dedications, knowledge of contemporary society, and Historia’s style to be somewhat political. Large portions of Historia’s narrative seem fictitious, and its sources are vague at best. Even analysis of Geoffrey’s other literary work reveals a tendency to embellish fact with myth. It should be remembered, however, that for this essay to conclude that the Historia strongly innovates, it must first demonstrate the consciousness behind such innovation. Was Geoffrey intentionally attempting to create an alternative historical timeline with Historia, or was he simply preserving widely inaccurate sources which he felt were genuine? Furthermore, was he simply conforming to a contemporary narrative style which, to modern readers, gives the illusion of a man bluffing his way to the top of society?  

The Historia can be classified as ‘history’ in the Classical Latin context. This refers usually to a chronicling of heroic deeds by legendary men whose political and martial exploits have earned the right to be remembered. 

The definition of ‘historical writing’ within the medieval period was not to record evidence of dates and names, but to use a ‘narrative’ approach which connected anecdotal tales of martial prowess and heroism in natural and supernatural contexts. Such is the style of Historia and the also works of other contemporary writers (and critics) e.g. Gerald of Wales and William of Malmesbury[footnoteRef:33].  [33:  R.W. Hanning. The vision of history in early Britain: From Gildas to Geoffrey of Monmouth. New York: Columbia University Press (1966).] 


Medieval historiography tends to mix paratactic events, absent causation, with little regard for anachronism or the presentation of evidence[footnoteRef:34]. For current historians, these traits are significant academic flaws yet they reflect an alternative epistemology. The medieval historical style is likely due to the method of chronicling records for each subsequent year in annals. (my book)  [34:  P. Burke. The Renaissance sense of the past. London: Arnold (1969). ] 


Religious writing was an important model within medieval historiography. This begins with the Bible itself, and the interpretation of the Old Testament as prefigurings, which were frequently allegorical. These prefigurings referred to events which happened later in the New Testament, therefore to a medieval audience, past events would likely anticipate contemporary events. This means that a calculated interpretation of the past could inform the present, which may explain Geoffrey’s obsession with origins. Whether it be conquest, towns, royal genealogies or nations, using the past to justify the contemporary climate was an inevitable outcome of 12th century literature.[footnoteRef:35] [35:  L. Thorpe (Trans.) Geoffrey of Monmouth: History of the kings of Britain. Harmondsworth: Penguin (1966)
Lloyd, Hist., p. 526.
] 


Geoffrey creates a vast genealogy for Britain. It spans centuries beginning with Troy and the great grandson of King Aeneas, Brutus. This figure is also cited as the founder of Britain by the 9th century Historia Brittonum by Nennius.[footnoteRef:36]. In the Historia, Geoffrey authors a prophecy for Brutus, provided by the goddess Diana:  [36:  Nennius. History of the Britons (Historia Brittonum). Dodo Press (2007)] 


‘Brutus, to the west, beyond the kingdoms of Gaul, lies an island of the ocean, surrounded by the sea; an island of the ocean, where giants once lived, but now it is deserted and waiting for your people. Sail to it; it will be your home for ever. It will furnish your children with a new Troy. From your descendants will arise kings, who will be masters of the whole world’’[footnoteRef:37] [37:  M. Reeve. (ed.) & N. Wright (trans.) Geoffrey of Monmouth: History of the kings of Britain. Cambridge Boydell (2007)] 


Upon Reaching Britain, Brutus founds a capital on the Thames and baptises it Troia Nova, or ‘New Troy’.[footnoteRef:38]. [38:  H.Fulton. ‘History and Myth: Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae’, in H.Fulton (ed.), A Companion to Arthurian Literature (Chichester: Blackwell Publishing, 2009), pp. 63-92.] 


Geoffrey uses the events of the past to create an illustrious history into which the Norman royalty can become assimilated[footnoteRef:39]. It was important for the aristocrats and monarchs to feel legitimisated by the actions of their ancestors[footnoteRef:40].  Geoffrey doesn’t just depict the Normans as the rightful successors of Britain, but also as the heirs of Arthur, whose imperial ambition and military tact prefigured the presence of such traits in the Normans. This is conveyed by Geoffrey in his depiction of Arthur conquering Gaul: [39:  S.T. Knight. Arthurian literature and society. London: Macmillan (1983)]  [40:  F. Ingledew. ‘The Book of Troy and the genealogical construction of history: The case of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae.’ Speculum, 69, (1994) pp. 665-704] 


‘After nine years had passed, in which he secured the surrender of all the Gallic provinces, Arthur returned to Paris and held court there, summoning clergy and laymen to confirm the rule of peace and law in the kingdom. He presented Estrusia, now called Normandy, to his butler Bedwerus, the province of Anjou to his steward Kaius, and many other regions to noble men of his retinue.’[footnoteRef:41]  [41:  M. Reeve. (ed.) & N. Wright. (trans.) Geoffrey of Monmouth: History of the kings of Britain. Cambridge: Boydell (2007)] 


It seems then that the myth Geoffrey tells of Arthur, leads to the myth of legitimacy of Norman rule in Britain. Despite this, Geoffrey remembers to reference Merlin’s prophecy during the final chapter of the Historia, whom the mystical figure gives to Arthur, despite not meeting throughout the events of the Historia. Merlin, of course, predicts the reclaiming of British sovereignty. This final prophecy may be interpreted as a warning to Norman rule, whose authority was being challenged during the time of Historia’s appearance.[footnoteRef:42] It warned them that they would lose Britain if they did not rule well. This loss would occur to foreign invaders as it once did to the British, or through the uprisings of the British people, the Breton, Welsh and Cornish descendants of Brutus.[footnoteRef:43] [42:  H.Fulton. ‘History and Myth: Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae’, in H.Fulton (ed.), A Companion to Arthurian Literature (Chichester: Blackwell Publishing, 2009), pp. 63-92.]  [43:  P. Dalton. ‘The topical concerns of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britannie: History, prophecy, peacemaking, and English identity in the twelfth century’. Journal of British Studies, 44 (2005), 688-712.] 


Conclusions

Some scholars have suggested that neither Geoffrey nor pseudo-Geoffrey invented the events of the Historia, but borrowed them from elsewhere[footnoteRef:44]. The major ‘innovation’ of the Historia is likely represented by the idea of Norman legitimacy to the British throne. Geoffrey used his narrative as justification for the Norman conquest via the inexorable events of fate. The will of God.  [44:  Lloyd, Hist., p. 527 and n.161.] 


ThisIt is essay concludes that although the Historia’s contents imply innovation on behalf of Geoffrey, it was not his primary purpose to innovate. In the (admittedly many) instances in which he does, the innovation is borne from contemporary cultural style rather than roguish imagination. This contemporary style is evident through his writings of destiny and providence. The eschatological account of history which is inspired from the cycles of loss, renewal and prophecy of actual history.
 
The Historia certainly contains elements of truth, as demonstrated by the available literary and archaeological evidence, yet the book’s purpose, to chronicle the entire history of a nation and align such history with the Royal lineages of the era, sees the historical styles of the 12th century and all its modern academic flaws amplified. These flaws are therefore more apparent within the Historia, than say, Gerald’s History of Wales,  (which also contains its fair share of ‘innovations’).[footnoteRef:45]  [45:  Gerald of Wales Giraldus Cambrensis, B. Radice (ed), L.Thorpe (trans.). The Journey through Wales and the Description of Wales. (Penguin Classics, 1978).] 


Additionally, It is also the conclusion of this essay that while Historia does indeed preserve earlier material, basing itself upon a variety of genuine contemporary sources, Historia it preserves this material poorly, as they become lost in the more fictional events which take place. 

Ultimately, the Historia is a work of historic preservation albeit a poor one. It also cannot be considered a significantly innovative text as Geoffrey of Monmnouth is found to be a victim of 12th century literary fashion, rather than an imaginative rogue. It is far from a useless historical document, however. Geoffrey of Monmouth produced a wonderful piece of literature whose value not only lies in its craftmanship, but also the societal reflections it provides regarding the views of the hHistory of the kKings of Britain. 
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