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To what extent did Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae preserve earlier material and to what extent was this work innovative?
[bookmark: _GoBack]
As anyone with an interest in Geoffrey of Monmouth and his Historia Regum Brittaniae will be able to tell you, the ‘very ancient book’ he cites as the source of his information almost certainly never existed.[footnoteRef:1] And yet the Historia is not a completely original piece of work, and many of the events and characters contained within exist in plenty of literature that predate Geoffrey. The question then is to what extent Geoffrey used this earlier literature in his Historia, and how innovatively he combined it with his own imaginative writing to produce what is now considered to be, one of the most long-standing, influential pieces of literature in British history. [1:  B.F. Roberts, ‘Geoffrey of Monmouth and Welsh Historical Tradition’, Nottingham Medieval Studies, 20, (1976), 29-40, p. 29.] 

The Historia Brittonum is particularly notable due to its standing as the earliest text that mentions Arthur,[footnoteRef:2] although this claim is complicated due to the ambiguous nature of dating the earlier Welsh poems which some argue pre-date the Historia Brittonum.[footnoteRef:3] What we can be certain of is that the Historia Brittonum pre-dates Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae, and there are multiple elements from the former that appear in the latter. The first of which concerns the naming of Britain, which according to the Historia Brittonum ‘derives its name from Brutus, a roman consul’, and a descendant of the Trojan hero Aeneas.[footnoteRef:4] Geoffrey preserves the story of Brutus fairly well, although he places him as the grandson of Ascanius rather than his son. In both cases a young Brutus is expelled from Italy after accidentally killing his father, his mother having previously died in childbirth, and after travelling a while arrives in Britain whereupon he becomes the first king of the island and populates the land with his descendants. [2:  O.J. Padel, ‘The Nature of Arthur’, Cambrian Medieval Celtic Studies, 27, (1994), 1-31, p. 2.]  [3:  Ibid.]  [4:  J.A. Giles, History of the Britons (Historia Brittonum), (Urbana, Illinois: Project Gutenberg, 2006), available at http://www.gutenberg.org/files/1972/1972-h/1972-h.htm (Accessed 18th December 2018).] 

While Arthur himself first appears in Book Eight of Geoffrey’s Historia, the first Arthurian characters are introduced in Book Five and Six with the arrival of Vortigern, Uther, and of course Merlin. Many of the events contained within these chapters, and the ones that follow can also be found in the earlier Historia Brittonum, starting with Vortigern and his dealings with the Saxon brothers Hengist and Horsa.[footnoteRef:5] The Historia Brittonum is not the earliest text these figures appear in however as they are also mentioned in Bede’s Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum,[footnoteRef:6] as well as our nearest contemporary source to the period, Gildas’ De Excidio et Conquestu Britanniae.[footnoteRef:7] While in each of these texts Vortigern is placed at fault for inviting Hengist and Horsa into Britain, it is only the Historia Brittonum that goes into much detail and introduces events such as Vortigern’s marriage to Hengist’s daughter which Geoffrey includes and expounds on in his own work. [5:  Ibid.]  [6:  A.M. Seller, Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of England, (Urbana, Illinois: Project Gutenberg, 2011), available at https://www.gutenberg.org/files/38326/38326-h/38326-h.html (Accessed 18th December 2018).]  [7:  J.A. Giles, On the Ruin of Britain by Gildas, (Urbana, Illinois: Project Gutenberg, 1999), available at http://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/1949/pg1949-images.html (Accessed 18th December 2018).] 

It is towards the end of Book Six in Geoffrey’s Historia that we first meet the illustrious Merlin, in an episode that is lifted entirely from the Historia Brittonum and embellished upon.[footnoteRef:8] Book Seven stands out the most however as Geoffrey pauses the narrative in order to deliver a series of prophecies he attributes to Merlin, and it is in this chapter that we start to see strong parallels between Geoffrey and the early Welsh texts such as the poems that make up the Black Book of Carmarthen. As is the case with so many texts in this period, dating of the Black Book is uncertain although Jarman claims that the entire contents can be attributed to anywhere between the ninth and thirteenth centuries, with the poems being a mixture of typically medieval poetry and late hengerdd (old style) verse.[footnoteRef:9] We cannot therefore simply take it on faith that all the Black Book poems are pre-Geoffrey, but the lack of Galfridian influences in the poems attributed to Myrddin such as Yr Afallenau, Yr Oianau, and of course Ymddiddan Myrddin a Thaliesin mean that it is likely that these poems represent a pre-Arthurian form of the Merlin legend.[footnoteRef:10] One that inspired Geoffrey in writing his own version. [8: J.A. Giles, History of the Britons, (Accessed 18th December 2018).]  [9:  A.O.H. Jarman, ‘The Arthur Allusions in the Black Book of Carmarthen’ in The Legend of Arthur in the Middle Ages, eds. P.B. Grout et al. (Suffolk: Boydell, 1983), p. 101.]  [10:  O.J. Padel, ‘Geoffrey of Monmouth and the Development of the Merlin Legend’, Cambrian Medieval Celtic Studies, 51, (2006), 36-65, p. 46.] 

Merlin is not the only character in Welsh poetry that Geoffrey included in his own work however. The Englynion y Beddau mentions several of Arthur’s knights as well as an early allusion to Arthur himself ‘the grave of Arthur is a mystery’.[footnoteRef:11] The poem Pa Gur yv y Porthaur on the other hand details a conversation between Arthur and the gatekeeper,[footnoteRef:12] where Arthur lists many of his warriors and companions in a situation that closely mirrors the conversation between Culhwch and Arthur’s gatekeeper in the early Welsh tale Culhwch and Olwen.[footnoteRef:13] In each case the catalogue of names is used to show the extent of Arthur’s notoriety and influence, and Geoffrey emulates this when describing those in attendance at Arthur’s court to witness his crowning. [11:  M. Pennar, The Black Book of Carmarthen, (Somerset: Llanerch Enterprises, 1989), p. 104.]  [12:  Mary Jones, ‘Arthur and the Porter’, Celtic Literature Collective, [online]. Available: http://www.maryjones.us/ctexts/bbc31.html (Accessed 18th December 2018).]  [13:  S. Davies, The Mabinogion, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007).] 

Culhwch and Olwen is believed to be the oldest of the collection of Welsh tales referred to as the Mabinogion, and just as with the catalogue of names, there are several details found in some of these other texts that appear as elements in Geoffrey’s Historia. Another example is found in his description of Arthur’s coronation ceremony where he describes that each of the most famous knights ‘wore their clothes and arms all of the same colour and fashion’.[footnoteRef:14] The idea of colour-coded knights is perhaps most famously observed in the later Arthurian tale Gawain and the Green Knight,[footnoteRef:15] but an earlier instance appears in the Mabinogion tale The Lady of the Well which along with three golden characters has a black knight in the role of antagonist. A more subtle example can be found in the episode where Uther, in the guise of Gorlois, lies with Igerna. There are multiple instances in the Mabinogion where one character is transformed in some way, and in each case the convention is that they are never referred to by name while in their transformed state, such as when Pwyll takes on Arawn’s form and is only referred to as ‘the man who was in Arawn’s place’.[footnoteRef:16] Geoffrey uses this same convention in his writing, referring to Uther only as ‘the king’ until he is transformed back to his normal state. [14:  A. Thomas, Geoffrey of Monmouth History of the Kings of Britain, (ed) J.A. Giles, (Cambridge, Ontario: In parenthesis Publications, 1999), p. 164. ]  [15:  S. Armitage, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, (London: Faber & Faber, 2007).]  [16:  S. Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 6.] 

Geoffrey’s account of Maximianus and his conflicts with Octavius has parallels to The Dream of Maxen, another Mabinogion text concerning the proclaimed Emperor of Britain Magnus Maximus.[footnoteRef:17] The Dream of Maxen however does not exist in manuscripts pre-dating Geoffrey’s Historia, and yet the tale seems to draw heavy inspiration from the early Welsh triads which themselves are believed to reflect an even earlier tradition, definitely earlier than Geoffrey. Chadwick for instance has suggested that the legend may date back to Gildas, who mentions Maximus in his De Excidio et Conquestu Britanniae.[footnoteRef:18] [17:  Ibid., p. 103-110.]  [18:  B.F. Roberts, Nottingham Medieval Studies, p. 34.] 

Book Nine of Geoffrey’s Historia introduces us to two more of the most famous figures in Arthuriana, Arthur’s wife who Geoffrey calls Guanhumara, and his nephew Modred. The earliest text to mention Modred is an entry found in the Annales Cambriae, dating from the tenth century, which states that ‘the strife of Camlann, in which Arthur and Medraut fell’ occurred in the year 537.[footnoteRef:19] This single line gives no indication of Modred’s loyalties and character and yet Geoffrey fashions him as a traitor to Arthur, who seduces queen Guanhumara and steals the crown through treachery.  [19:  Paul Halsall, ‘The Annales Cambriae 447-954’, The Medieval Sourcebook, [online]. Available: https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/annalescambriae.asp (Accessed 18th December 2018).] 

Two poems dating from roughly the same time as Geoffrey’s Historia, one by Meilyr Brydydd lamenting the death of Grufudd ap Cynan, the other by Gwalchmai ap Meilyr praising Madog ap Maredudd,[footnoteRef:20] draw positive comparisons between their subjects and what they describe as Modred’s good nature and valour in battle. This suggests that the pre-Galfridian perception of Modred was in contrast fairly positive. Geoffrey’s decision therefore to frame Modred as a villain can be considered his own invention, although Padel has suggested that at the very least Modred’s seduction of Guanhumara may be based on an earlier Welsh tale that involves Gwenhwyfar’s abduction by Melwas, with Geoffrey simply substituting the names. [footnoteRef:21] [20:  O.J. Padel, Arthur in Medieval Welsh Literature, (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2013).]  [21:  Ibid.] 

One element of the Historia that is most definitely not Geoffrey’s own invention is Cadwallader as a figure of prophecy. As a historical figure Cadwallader appears in the Annales Cambriae, which dates his death from plague at 682,[footnoteRef:22] and the Historia Brittonum where he appears as Catgublaun and is said to have died from a ‘dreadful mortality’.[footnoteRef:23] Geoffrey’s Cadwallader however seems to be drawn from the mythical, folk hero figure that appears in some of the ancient Welsh poems, in particular the prophetic poems generally attributed to either Taliesin or Myrddin. The poem Armes Prydein, attributed to Taliesin but also containing one of the earliest references to Myrddin Wylt, an early archetype of Merlin, describes the coming together of all the Britons and Brittonic peoples under the leadership of Cadwallader and Cynan to drive out the Anglo Saxons.[footnoteRef:24]  [22:  Paul Halsall, The Medieval Sourcebook, (Accessed 18th December 2018).]  [23:  J.A. Giles, History of the Britons, (Accessed 18th December 2018).]  [24:  Mary Jones, ‘Armes Prydein Vawr’, Celtic Literature Collective, [online]. Available: http://www.maryjones.us/ctexts/t06.html (Accessed 18th December 2018).] 

The idea of a hero returning to deliver the Welsh to victory was naturally a popular one as it represented hope for the Cymry in their struggle for independence against the Anglo Saxons, and it is an idea that today is better associated with the legend of Arthur. Geoffrey acknowledges Cadwallader’s prophesised return in his Historia, but actually circumvents it and instead sends Cadwallader to Rome as a kind of martyr figure, which Griffiths argues is due to Geoffrey confusing the character with Ceadwalla, the King of Wessex.[footnoteRef:25] Cadwallader’s prophesised victory is also referred to in the Myrddin poems Yr Afallenau and Yr Oianau. The latter interestingly seems to refer to Cadwallader and Cynan as a bear and a dragon in Stanzas 16 and 18 in a rare instance of animal symbolism generally unheard of in Ancient Welsh poems, and yet used extensively by Geoffrey in his Merlin prophecies.[footnoteRef:26] [25:  M.E. Griffiths, Early Vaticination in Welsh with English Parallels, (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1937), p. 117.]  [26:  Ibid., p. 106.] 

Clearly there are many parallels between Geoffrey’s work and early literature, with multiple characters and stories having a basis in pre-existing literary tradition. Part of what makes Geoffrey’s Historia so innovative is how he uses these sources and adapts and builds upon them to create a truly engaging narrative, while also lending authenticity to his own additions with their inclusion. The Historia has often come under fire for its unreliable sources but it was in fact common practice in the period to forge and invent sources to add authority to a piece of work.[footnoteRef:27] What sets Geoffrey apart is the skill with which he inserts his own material into the gaps that existed in already established insular history.[footnoteRef:28] In the passage describing Vortigern meeting Hengist’s daughter for instance, Geoffrey includes many details such as the reference to translators and the description of Saxon customs, which lend the scene a genuineness that suggests to the audience that it is historically accurate.[footnoteRef:29] [27:  S. Echard, Arthurian Narrative in the Latin Tradition, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), p. 34.]  [28:  Ibid.]  [29:  Ibid., p. 43.] 

There is also significance to the fact that Geoffrey was writing in Latin. Latin after all was considered the language of authority, thereby lending a legitimacy to any work written in it.[footnoteRef:30] Considering Geoffrey presented himself as an academic historian rather than an author of fiction, it seems fair to assume that this was his intention. This may also be part of the decision to include prophecy as a significant part of the Historia, for just as Latin was the language of authority, the ambiguity inherent in prophetic language was frequently taken as evidence of validity of the prophecy itself. Echard argues that Geoffrey’s prophecies of Merlin were indeed genuinely believed by many medieval readers.[footnoteRef:31] [30:  Ibid., p. 32.]  [31:  Ibid., p. 58.] 

Another argument despite this fact, is that the prophecies are ambiguous due to being part of a parody, with Brooke claiming that the Historia as a whole is actually a parody of other historical writing. The description of Arthur’s court at Caerleon for instance, Brooke claims is a spoof on the arguments and debates over episcopal supremacy at the time of writing.[footnoteRef:32] The parody interpretation is one of the three main interpretations that have previously been held as to the purpose of Geoffrey’s writing, the alternative two being that he was writing to appeal to the Anglo-Norman elite in order to further his own career, or that he was writing more for the Bretons than the Welsh.[footnoteRef:33] [32:  Ibid., p. 35.]  [33:  J. Gillingham, ‘The Context and Purpose of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History of the Kings of Britain’, Anglo-Norman Studies, 13, (1990), 99-118, p. 103.] 

Crawford argues against the latter interpretation by claiming that there is linguistic evidence that suggests Geoffrey, while familiar with Welsh, was not so with Breton.[footnoteRef:34] Roberts describes Geoffrey as an outsider to British tradition, for all that his attitude to British history suggests that it still held meaning for him.[footnoteRef:35] In any case, the fact that Geoffrey expanded his work to consider cultures other than the English sets him apart from his contemporaries such as Bede, as does the structure of his work.[footnoteRef:36] Far from the dry listing of events in the Annales Cambriae, or the strictly formulaic nature of Gildas and the Historia Brittonum, Geoffrey peppers his work with carefully chosen anecdotes that resonate beyond their initial context. He maintains careful control of the momentum of the narrative, the radical disruption of Merlin’s prophecies for instance which has no match among other twelfth century historical works; helps to emphasise the significance of the passages that immediately follow as well as increase the tension, for their ambiguous yet ominous presence remains with the reader as they continue through the narrative.[footnoteRef:37] [34:  Ibid., p. 104.]  [35:  B.F. Roberts, Nottingham Medieval Studies, p. 36.]  [36:  J. Crick, ‘The British Past and the Welsh Future; Gerald of Wales, Geoffrey of Monmouth and Arthur of Britain’, Celtica, 23, (1999), 60-75, p. 62.]  [37:  S. Echard, Arthurian Narrative in the Latin Tradition, p. 48.] 

Furthermore while the Historia Regum Brittaniae by no means stands alone as an example of synthetic history, the Historia Brittonum too includes historical writing projected back into the legendary past, Geoffrey’s inclusion of court writing and the creativity and individuality that is so prominent in his Arthurian chapter give his work an epic, semi-mythical quality that is not found in other works of the period.[footnoteRef:38] The detailed description given to Arthur’s armour and weapons for instance is a convention common to romantic and epic narratives such as Culhwch and Olwen, and Beowulf.[footnoteRef:39]  [38:  Ibid., p. 35.]  [39:  S. Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 181; Beowulf, ed. M. Swanton (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1997).] 

One of the most revolutionary elements of Geoffrey’s Historia is his decision to break away from what Echard describes as ‘the traditional message of history’, generally manifesting as religious didacticism or morality.[footnoteRef:40] Religious morality and divine judgement was in fact so important that it overshadowed the importance of truth in historical writing, with John of Salisbury arguing that truth was less about reality and more about the ‘moral utility’ of a thing.[footnoteRef:41] We can witness this in Gildas, who claims that the Saxons were a product of divine providence, sent by God to punish the Britons for their lack of Christian faith.[footnoteRef:42] It also appears in the Historia Brittonum, which Charles-Edwards describes has divine providence as its principal concern rather than human heroism in war.[footnoteRef:43] [40:  S. Echard, Arthurian Narrative in the Latin Tradition, p. 36.]  [41:  Ibid., p. 32.]  [42:  Ibid., p. 41.]  [43:  T. Charles-Edwards, ‘The Arthur of History’ in The Arthur of the Welsh, (eds) R. Bromwich et al., (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1991), p. 28.] 

Geoffrey, being a man of the church, we would expect to be no different but in fact his Historia gives the idea of a divine plan guiding the events of history barely more than a mention or two. There are points in the narrative which imply that Geoffrey may even doubt this assumption, foregoing the optimistic twelfth century approach to human nature and destiny that fit so well with Christian teachings in favour of the more pessimistic humanist approach like that of John of Salisbury and Peter of Blois, who each viewed the court as a place of corruption.[footnoteRef:44] This pessimism can be seen in Geoffrey’s prophecies of Merlin which expound a hopelessness at mankind’s inability to understand or learn, that means history cannot serve its medieval functions; namely to teach good behaviour and illustrate God’s plan.[footnoteRef:45] Hanning takes this even further by claiming that Geoffrey deliberately removed Christian elements from his writing in order to produce a narrative ‘in which men have power over history, but history also has power over men.’[footnoteRef:46] [44:  S. Echard, Arthurian Narrative in the Latin Tradition, p. 65.]  [45:  Ibid., p. 60.]  [46:  Ibid., p. 64.] 

Another instance in which Geoffrey seems to go against Christian teachings is in the Vortigern passage. Vortigern is the epitome of the bad king archetype and gets more description of his rule then any of the good kings in the Historia. He associates with the Picts who are ‘a notoriously untrustworthy and bloodthirsty people’ and whose rebellion prompts his collusion with Hengist and Horsa.[footnoteRef:47] He also associates with the pagan Saxons and it is during his dealings with the Saxons that Vortigern says ‘I grieve greatly about your belief, which I rather call unbelief, but I rejoice in your arrival, since either God or someone else has provided you in my need at a most opportune time.’[footnoteRef:48] This shows Vortigern to be a bad Christian but more significantly it has serious implications for the Christian nature of the Historia as a whole. It implies that God may either not be able to control malignant fates, or that these fates are an expression of God’s inconsistent and malignant will.[footnoteRef:49] The latter suggests a fallibility that goes against the teaching of God as an all-powerful, benevolent and loving being. [47:  Ibid., p. 41.]  [48:  Ibid. ]  [49:  Ibid.] 

Such a radical suggestion would no doubt be met with serious ramifications which Echard suggests may go some way to explaining Geoffrey’s fictional ‘very ancient book’. By presenting himself as a mere translator, Geoffrey cleverly distances himself from any potentially negative reactions to the ideas contained within the narrative, and excuses himself of the blame for the unhappy ending for instance.[footnoteRef:50] [50:  Ibid., p. 63.] 

Geoffrey’s ending is not without hope however. Arthur’s end is left ambiguous in an example of what Padel describes as a typical instance of Geoffrey having his cake and eating it too.[footnoteRef:51] Arthur is described as mortally wounded in accordance with the sober Norman perspective, but by adding the caveat of Arthur being removed to Avalon to have his wounds healed, Geoffrey can be seen to be catering to those inclined to take the more romantic, Celtic legendary view. At the end of the Historia entire, Geoffrey has an angel announce to the last king of Britain, Cadwaladr that ‘God was not willing that the Britons should reign any longer in the island, before the time came of which Merlin prophetically foretold Arthur.’[footnoteRef:52]  [51:  O.J. Padel, Cambrian Medieval Celtic Studies, p. 12.]  [52:  A. Thomas, History of the Kings of Britain, p. 212.] 

This ending seems to lend support for the hopes of Welsh recovery, which in the contexts of the twelfth century, could be considered a politically volatile, even dangerous sentiment for the Norman elite. There was already a strengthening anti-Norman sentiment building in Celtic-speaking regions like Wales and Brittany, and following the death of Henry I, a tumultuous period in which Geoffrey must have been working, the Welsh rose up and rebelled in response to the increasing Anglicisation of Wales. The three ancient kingdoms of Wales were even able to put aside their historical feuds and rivalries and unite against the foreign invaders, with the end result that King Stephen left them to themselves in the hopes that they would go back to fighting each other instead.[footnoteRef:53] It is clear that the opinion of the time was that Geoffrey supported the Welsh cause, or at the very least was anti-English, as shown by the fact that in the revised copies of his Historia, details such as the treachery of the Saxons are downplayed, and the ambiguity of Arthur’s death is removed altogether.[footnoteRef:54] [53:  J. Gillingham, Anglo-Norman Studies, p. 111-112.]  [54:  Ibid., p. 117-118] 

If we are to take the perspective that Gerald of Wales, a key critic of Geoffrey’s work, framed his own work as advice for the Welsh on resisting the Normans, while in actual fact he sought to discourage Welsh ambition of the unification of Britain under their recovered British lordship, starting by undermining Geoffrey’s hopeful ending.[footnoteRef:55] Then it is easy to see just how significant and potentially influential Geoffrey’s Historia was considered to be. [55:  J. Crick, Celtica, p. 74.] 

But it is not just Geoffrey’s support of Welsh ambition that sets him apart from his contemporaries, but rather his innovative and favourable treatment of the Welsh in general. Barrow and Gillingham agree that the purpose of the Historia Regum Brittaniae was for Geoffrey to ‘secure cultural respectability’ for his native Wales.[footnoteRef:56] In the ninth, tenth, and eleventh centuries the Welsh had been presented fairly neutrally, and on occasion even favourably. In the learned world however, little was known about the Britons aside from what was found in the earlier works of Gildas and Bede, both who considered the ancient Britons to be barbarians, and it was this attitude that William of Malmesbury emulated in 1125. William was writing from his own racist perception on the side of the Anglo-French, the French being, in his opinion, the height of civilised society. It is with this perception in mind that William changed the definition of a barbarian, for while previously it was only equated with pagans such as the Danes and the Norwegians, now William applied it to anyone, including Christians, who lived anywhere that he didn’t consider to be properly civilised in accordance with the French manner of living. Which included the Welsh.[footnoteRef:57] [56:  J. Gillingham, Anglo-Norman Studies, p. 100.]  [57:  Ibid., p. 108.] 

This perception grew and was supported by other writers like Henry of Huntingdon, and by the second half of the twelfth century, had become established.[footnoteRef:58] It was this perception then that Geoffrey was faced with when he came to write his Historia, and it is part of what makes his work so momentous. For in a time when Henry and William were encouraging people to dismiss the Welsh and Britons as barbarians, he was directly challenging this attitude by describing a rich and highly civilised history for the pre-Roman British kings. There are parallels for instance between Geoffrey’s description of Brutus and his party retreating into the woods and opting for a pastoral life (one that William was so keen to dismiss as uncivilised) rather than put up with Greek slavery, and the situation of the ancestral Welsh.[footnoteRef:59] While William claimed that towns like Bath and Carlisle could only have been founded by Julius Caesar as hubs of civilisation, Geoffrey who considered the founding of towns, road-building, agriculture and law establishment as proper activities of a good king, attributed the founding of each to the British kings Bladud and Leil respectively, once again asserting the long, heroic and civilised history of the Britons.[footnoteRef:60] [58:  Ibid., p. 106.]  [59:  Ibid., p. 110.]  [60:  Ibid., p. 109.] 

Gillingham suggests that part of this decision may also have been due to Geoffrey’s desire to tease William,[footnoteRef:61] just as Christopher Brooke claims that Geoffrey placed the crown-wearing at Caerleon for the sake of humour and mockery.[footnoteRef:62] Arguing that it was not that Caerleon was significant in itself, as much as the fact that it was not Canterbury, York, London, Winchester, Llandaff, or St Davids. Although Gillingham suggests that the great political intrigue surrounding Caerleon in 1136/7 would have appealed to Geoffrey and thus likely played a part in his choice to include it as such a significant setting, especially when considering that Caerleon is in Glamorgan, the lord of which at the time was Robert of Gloucester, the man who Geoffrey dedicated his Historia to.[footnoteRef:63] [61:  Ibid.]  [62:  Ibid., p. 113.]  [63:  Ibid., p. 115.] 

On the subject of Arthur, it would be remiss not to acknowledge the huge impact Geoffrey’s work had on Arthurian myth as we know it. After all, it is arguably only through Geoffrey’s innovation that the myth reached such widespread popularity, and has since become such an integral part of the modern British identity. Part of this is no doubt due to Geoffrey’s skilful weaving of pre-existing fragments of the legends, sometimes from obscure and little known literature such as the ancient Welsh texts, into a single, coherent and engaging narrative placed at the centre of his work. 
A clear example of this can be found in the development of the legend of Merlin, which Jarman theorises has four parts to it.[footnoteRef:64] First we have the character of Myrddin, which was created to explain the origins of the town name Caerfyrddin, the mid-sixth century name for modern day Carmarthen. It was common practice to attach the names of legendary or mythical figures to the prefix ‘caer-’ meaning fort, such as Caer Aranrhod or Caer Dathal. This then stood as a precedent for interpreting the name Caerfyrddin as the Fortress of Myrddin.[footnoteRef:65] Secondly was the introduction during the sixth or seventh century of the legend of Lailoken, the wild man, from Northern Britain. Lailoken, in the Life of St Kentigern, was said to be a madman with the gift of prophecy, condemned to live with the beasts in the Caledonian forest in punishment for the deaths that occurred in a battle he caused.[footnoteRef:66] This legend was then merged with the legend of Myrddin as seen in the Black Book of Carmarthen poem Ymddiddan Myrddin a Thaliesin.[footnoteRef:67]  [64:  O.J. Padel, Medieval Celtic Studies, p. 37-38]  [65:  A.O.H. Jarman, ‘Early Stages in the Development of the Myrddin Legend’ in Astudiaethau ar yr hengerdd, (eds.) R. Bromwich and R.B. Jones, (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1978), p. 347.]  [66:  O.J. Padel, Medieval Celtic Studies, p. 37.]  [67:  M. Pennar, The Black Book of Carmarthen, p. 40-42] 

Next is where we find Geoffrey’s Historia, and it is from this point on that our modern understanding of Merlin really starts to take shape. Geoffrey was responsible for not only latinising the name from the Welsh Myrddin to Merlinus,[footnoteRef:68] but also attributing to him the legend of Ambrosius and the two dragons.[footnoteRef:69] Furthermore Geoffrey writes his own prophecies of Merlin, establishing the traditional theme of animal imagery in prophecy which is not found in earlier versions such as the Welsh poems.[footnoteRef:70]  [68:  O.J. Padel, Medieval Celtic Studies, p. 38.]  [69:  Ibid.]  [70:  M.E. Griffiths, Early Vaticination in Welsh with English Parallels, p. 106.] 

It is in Merlin’s prophecies too that Geoffrey first addresses the idea of Welsh recovery or British hope, an idea intrinsically linked to Arthur, and again we see an example of Geoffrey’s innovation as the mood abruptly changes with the effect that it gains a mythic, epic quality upon the introduction of Arthur. After all Arthur does not align with the previous markers that Geoffrey had established of a good civil king, founding no towns or laws, and not concerning himself with agriculture. But this is because Arthur is no civil king, he is something different, something elevated. He is instead a warrior-king of the heroic age, and Geoffrey’s writing style changes to reflect that.[footnoteRef:71] [71:  J. Gillingham, Anglo-Norman Studies, p. 116.] 

The final part of Jarman’s theory of development involves Geoffrey’s later work the Vita Merlini, in which he expands on his own version of the Merlin legend as established in his Historia, this time by including multiple elements from the Lailoken/wild man legends that weren’t included in his earlier work.[footnoteRef:72] [72:  O.J. Padel, Medieval Celtic Studies, p. 38.] 

One final point to consider on the innovation of Geoffrey’s work is his treatment of women. There are frequent appearances of women in Geoffrey’s narrative, and there are many examples of queens given prominent roles such as Cordelia, Gwendolen, and Marcia.[footnoteRef:73] Gillingham suggests that Geoffrey may have been inspired by the actions of Gwenllian, wife of Gruffudd ap Rhys, who rode to war at the head of an army while her husband was away seeking allies in the north,[footnoteRef:74] but Shictman and Finke suggest a deeper reason. By including so many appearances of women, particularly those in positions of power like the queens, Shictman and Finke suggest that Geoffrey may have been ‘creating a context for the idea of legitimate female rule’.[footnoteRef:75] If this is indeed the case then this provides us with another, potentially ground-breaking example of what sets Geoffrey apart from his contemporaries. [73:  J. Gillingham, Anglo-Norman Studies, p. 113.]  [74:  Ibid.]  [75:  S. Echard, Arthurian Narrative in the Latin Tradition, p. 44.] 

As is evident, Geoffrey drew inspiration from a wide variety of sources ranging from the Historia Brittonum, and Gildas’ De Excidio et Conquestu Britanniae, to ancient Welsh literature like the poems in the Black Book of Carmarthen and the Mabinogion tales. While many of the basic elements of plot and characters are preserved in the Historia Regum Britanniae, they are typically embellished upon greatly and on occasion slightly altered or reorganised, enough so that they may not at first glance be easily identifiable. This restructuring is however part of what makes Geoffrey’s work so innovative. By writing in Latin, the language of authority, and by enclosing his embellishments with factual details he lends his work a feeling of legitimacy. He shows clear control over the pace of the story, placing the Arthurian chapters as the centre piece and heralding it with Merlin’s prophecies in a departure from the style of his contemporaries. He directly challenges the negative attitudes of the time towards his fellow Welshmen and the established perception of the ancient Britons as uncivilised barbarians. Revolutionarily he broke away from the idea that the purpose of history was limited to religious didacticism, sparing little time for divine providence. He potentially put forth the notion of the legitimacy of female rule, and helped to establish Arthur and Merlin as the figures of legend we know today. Clearly the Historia Regum Britanniae is a truly innovative piece of work, and as such its enduring popularity and influence is no surprise.
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