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Between Sword and Sorcery: 
How History Survives Through the Supernatural 

[bookmark: _Hlk119685977][bookmark: _Hlk119688598][bookmark: _Hlk119690906][bookmark: _Hlk119707036][bookmark: _Hlk119702917][bookmark: _Hlk119699627]	Somewhere in the shallow divide between history and myth, lies humanity. We see the evidence of this in our books and stories and the seemingly infinite flow of their retellings. It is in humanity’s nature to weave the two together to create a bridge of understanding. As Marie-Louise Sjoestedt once said, the supernatural and the natural penetrate and continue each other.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Marie-Louise Sjoestedt, Celtic Gods and Heroes, p. 12] 

What is meant by this is that myth, and therefore the supernatural, forms a symbiotic relationship with history that works to create a larger cultural organism. It is a bond that is impossible to fully separate without losing some portion of its importance and is in itself a living thing. The mythological and supernatural act as a protective membrane for history. It does this by creating something that even the smallest of children can latch onto and remember easily even if the original names or dates are long forgotten. A seed remains that will grow again. Meanwhile, history acts as a food source giving myth constant sustenance in the form of inspiration. It is the deeds of humanity that stimulate our imaginations to create myth and legend. It is our desire to preserve ourselves that results in this time defying chimeric creature. 
The two cannot exist in an academic vacuum separate from one another, and this relationship is to be treasured as it gives way to a significant portion of humanity’s cultural inheritance. Yet, often the importance of myth and the supernatural within a historical context is often passed off as a lesser being when compared to supposedly logical and true histories devoid of any mystical attributes. In some cases, it is outright written off. The value of any supernatural aspect is diminished or sliced out of text despite the important role it plays in sustaining history and keeping it in the minds of everyday folk regardless of their standing in the world of academia. It becomes an afterthought instead of being placed on an even ground that gives greater perspective into the reality of history. 
While these tamed histories are important in the preservation of the past and in developing our understanding of it, they cannot bring us fully to the center of the beast. They can lack cultural context. We can know from a written record that some important man went to a temple on a specific day to pray to a deity, and that some months later there are records that he won some great battle. However, we are missing the lifeblood of the story and it becomes a dry thing incapable of truly latching onto the memories of people. Yet, when you add the myths surrounding the deity he prayed to, the superstitions and symbols attached to that god, and the way that the people of the era thought of them, the story springs to life. A story of how a good king won the battle against an oppressive enemy due to divine solidarity, and how omens foretold his victory is far more likely to be passed down via the generations and remembered outside of academia than the factual record alone. This isn’t purely because it becomes more entertaining this way, though it certainly helps, but because it does its job as a protective membrane and gives something for people to latch onto. It helps gives reason for remembrance. Myth becomes an important memory tool in building accurate history.
That being said, we still can’t pass over the logical tamed histories in favor of the purely mythological either otherwise we again risk starving ourselves of real historical understanding. These histories give us facts to build off and remind us of the surprisingly unchanging nature of humanity. It is here in these histories that we find who married who, who quarreled with who, and what laws were broken by king or peasant. It is knowledge that when used correctly can allow us to link together important events and understand how those events effected the world in the long run. Not only that, but it can warn us of past mistakes and ways we can avoid them. There is no need to suffer a plague a cure was found for, and no need to start a bloody war when you know the outcome. 
In some cases, these tamed histories even back up the mythological and as new research is conducted, antiquated ideas are put to the test. An excellent example of this is in the case of Leifur Eiricksson. [footnoteRef:2]  The Vinland sagas were once thought to be mostly legend with very little historical standing, until as Birgitta Wallace put it, “archaeological findings at L’Anse aux Meadows shed a new light on the sagas, indicating that, like the Íslendingabók of Ari the Wise, they contain more facts than has generally credited them.”[footnoteRef:3] Before this new evidence the idea that the sagas could hold any amount of historical truth and accuracy was widely protested. The notion that the Norse had travelled to the Americas was out of the question. Yet, now we know this aspect of the sagas was more than likely fact. If it had not been for the new archaeological evidence, the sagas would have remained thought of as fiction largely due to a bias of what history should look like in the eyes of modern scholarship. It is important to remember that histories are written by people with their own political agendas of course, but sometimes they are also written to continue the authors own culture and traditions. This includes writing down oral histories. Even though in the case of the sagas, that were written long after the events they describe and include supernatural elements, it does not mean that these factors should cause the sagas to be discounted immediately as the new evidence has shown. By doing so we risk losing out on real history all because of outdated bias.  [2:  Leifur Eiricksson was a historical figure whose exploration of North America was detailed in The Grœnlendinga saga.]  [3:  Wallace, B. L’Anse aux Meadows, Leif Eriksson’s Home in Vinland. pg.114–125. ] 

 Gísli Sigurðsson, despite arguing that the sagas were entirely fictional works and not valid for gaining any real historical insight, wrote that, “stories and the systematic presentation of them may have been held together by the world itself.”[footnoteRef:4] While, he was referring to how the sky was made into the domain of the gods and mythic by monks writing down Norse folklore when he was stating this, his words reflect the very thing he protest against. The world the scribes lived in and were speaking of was held together by their presentation of their histories passed down to them orally.  They recorded their history as they knew it. They used their culture to build their writings and preserve their history as best they could. He goes on to compare the sagas to human gramophones that inscribe their message onto the minds of other humans allowing a transference of tradition. However, this transference also extends to history and the sharing of human experiences for future generations to gain a sense of self from. It goes beyond the sharing of stories and legend. Sigurðsson once again contradicts himself on the subject of the sagas by saying that, “Great events only become great events when someone tells about them or puts them into a story.” He acknowledges the fact that these sagas would not have been put to written memory if they did not matter or have a use beyond being interesting literature. The sagas act to preserve memories of the Viking age.[footnoteRef:5] The references to supernatural occurrences in the sagas such as prophecies from the mouths of the risen dead work as they do in the histories of other cultures to prop up the history and give a sense of beyond-ness and fate to the happenings being described. They are additives that not only provide shock value that triggers memory, but also to reflect a world in which prophecy and divine intervention was seen as possible and important. It was a way of processing the events after they occurred. The world painted in the sagas is not one founded on exaggerations as Sigurðsson would suggest or coincidence as modern research has already proven in regard to the exploration of the Americas. The world that is painted in the sage is instead one that captures both fact, cultural, and social aspects of life during the time period. [4:  Sigurðsson, Gísli. The Oral Background of the Eddas and Sagas.]  [5:  Sigurðsson, Gísli. The Medieval Icelandic Saga and Oral Tradition: A Discourse on Method.] 

Sigurðsson’s denial of the possibility of truth within the sagas shows how easy it is to fall into the trap of assuming all histories that contain supernatural or mythological aspects must be false and contain zero historical accuracy. He may say that written text based on oral histories should not be taken as evidence of real history and that they are expressions of invention and creativity more than anything else, but as mentioned before history does not exist in a logical vacuum because of its relation to humanity.[footnoteRef:6]  Humans do not operate in that kind of structure. The strange supernatural moments he uses to support his arguments, such as the unusual lifespans found in the sagas or other clear exaggerations, do not take away from the wealth of valuable information found in other areas of the text. [footnoteRef:7] We cannot compare our modern view of the flow of history to that of someone in the early medieval era, doing so sets us up for failure on the quest to understanding history and the people who live through it. We cannot call scribes’ tendency to write histories based on hearsay as problematic, as they did not have access to the same tools we have today. [footnoteRef:8] These scribes wrote their histories to match the world they lived in, and so they are accurate by that logic. It is not true evidence of failure on their part to commit history to paper, if anything it points to their success that we are still discussing today and that their histories lived on long enough to argued about.  [6:  Sigurðsson, Gísli. The Oral Background of the Eddas and Sagas]  [7:  Sigurðsson, Gísli. The Medieval Icelandic Saga and Oral Tradition: A Discourse on Method.]  [8:  Sigurðsson, Gísli. The Medieval Icelandic Saga and Oral Tradition: A Discourse on Method.] 

These discoveries show us that we should constantly be striving for deeper understandings of our histories and open to the possibility that legend, even the ones that seem full of impossibilities, could be the gateway that allows us to uncover truths that might otherwise be forgotten. We need to remember that when studying history and mythology that they interweave and come from a place of pure humanity. They are a creature of our own making formed from our blood, actions, and the deep ancestral lineage of our species, whose duty is to preserve our grand story. History is a creature that is kept alive by that duty that humans seem to be called to perform whether that be from oral traditions to written ones. At the same time, this creature made up of the lives of those of the past is subject to death if the duty is not carried out. It is fragile but strong in that respect because of the tenacity humanity has shown in recording its own story. 
The notion that we must forego the supernatural in our histories is a relatively modern one in the grand scheme of time, we can see evidence of the mythic being linked directly with history dating back to before the height of Greek or Egyptian civilization. It is an ancient tradition that seems to have lived on through the centuries. One must only look at tales such as the downfall of Troy to see the place myth holds in the creation of our histories. Not only that, but Troy is also another example of myth turning out to hold truth. We remember the names of the players of this major historical event, which has now been largely accepted as an actual historical event, because they were wisely preserved in writing and oral stories as tragedy and myth. [footnoteRef:9]  The people of the past understood the importance of tying the mythological and historical together, and as a result we are still talking about those stories even now thousands of years later. We have a rich image of the ancient world of the Greeks because of these stories that were retold in a way that allowed them to be passed down without losing their cultural context or flavor. Modern day children in the western world are taught from a young age about these stories and know the tragedies of the ancient Greeks, their prophecies, and the benevolence and cruelty of the deities that they worshipped. Children can relate these events to modern situations and one day pass them on as well, thus helping maintain the protection of sacred history. A large reason for this is because of the embrace of both the historic and supernatural in the case of these stories. [9:  More information regarding the archaeological evidence supporting the location and war of Troy can be found through UNESCO, The World Heritage Convention. ] 

In recent years, academia has begun to reawaken the appreciation and respect of the place that the supernatural has in maintaining our histories. We see this with heritage projects across the globe as well as a reemergence of folkloric historians. Humans crave this aspect of our cultural inheritance by nature, and this passion has allowed for a wealth of creative research methods to be used as seen with the research mentioned previously regarding The Vinland Sagas and Troy. It has allowed history that was previously consigned to being solely fictional literature, to be brought to light. 
In order to emphasize and understand why questioning mythology and the supernatural’s place in historical discussions is important, it is imperative that we consider that legend is just as important to a cultural group as their history is. Just as history aids in filling in the blanks when building cultural identity and answering the big questions such as ‘Where do we come from?’ or ‘How did we get here?’ legend helps to fill in the picture of the grand scope of human experience. 
One of the greatest examples of the supernatural and mythos’s ability to preserve even some small part of history is found throughout Geoffrey of Monmouth’s The History of The Kings of Britain, a book that is now largely thought of as a work comprised of mostly fictional literature and offering very little tamed historical value to many discerning scholars. Despite this, Monmouth’s work is a treasure trove of potential as it propped up many ideas of Britain’s history and nobility well into the modern day. Especially the sections detailing the life, exploits, and eventual downfall of the so-called true king of England himself, King Arthur. 
In the beginning of Jeffrey of Monmouth’s The History of the Kings of Britain the text reads as many other historical texts do, especially those detailing the chronicles of the kings of yesteryear. It commits to written history the exploits of figures who stood amongst the Greeks and the Romans and colonized their way to new civilizations. There are moments in which the supernatural appears in the beginning sections of the text in the form of prophecy, and these moments stand out amongst the rest. They create a feeling that harkens back to ancient Greek storytelling such as the legends surrounding the fall of Troy or even tales such as the Odyssey and the tragedy of Oedipus. 
For example, King Ascanius is told by soothsayers that his soon to be born son would one day cause the death of both his parents and then be forced to wander in exile until one day becoming a ruler himself. When Brutus is born his mother dies in childbirth and later, he accidentally shoots his father with an arrow while hunting. He is then expelled from Italy and forced into exile. At this time, he hones his skills and gains rank through military success during the Trojan war. Later the supernatural sneaks once again into the tale of Brutus as he performs a ritual to the goddess Diana to gain knowledge of a new land to settle. He is told by the goddess where he must go during the vision he receives. After some time travelling, Brutus finds the land he was promised and calls it Britain after himself. Thus, the divine beginning of Britain is brought into motion and the lineage of kings that is built up through the rest of text established.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Geoffrey of Monmouth, History of The Kings of Britain. pg.53-73] 

In later excerpts of the text giants are mentioned and in the case of King Balud even necromancy find its way into the history of Britain as he was said to dabble in the dark art. Balud was also said to have ruled for twenty years before meeting his end by mimicking Icarus and constructing wings. He sailed through the sky before plummeting downward on the top of a temple and being shred to pieces, no doubt an ending he brought upon himself and a cautionary tale for later kings. [footnoteRef:11]  King Rivallo after succeeding his father ruled over the land as blood rained down for days and flies swarmed the nation.[footnoteRef:12] These supernatural aspects bringing to life these tales and creating a sticking piece for the reader’s memory to latch onto.  [11:  Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of The Kings of Britain. pp. 80]  [12:  Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of The Kings of Britain. pp. 87] 

 What is interesting is the buildup of these stories and their kings and the tone the supernatural gives to their stories. In his fight against the Saxons, King Vortigern summons his magicians to instruct him. They prophesize that if he finds and sacrifices a boy without a father that the foundations of the defense tower he was planning to build would remain strong. He sends out messengers to find such a child. Eventually they come across a child named Merlin, the product of a princess and an incubus’ love affair. To save his own life, Merlin disproves the magicians, and brings to light their lies. The magicians had purposely left out the fact that two sleeping dragons were under where the tower was to be built sleeping inside great stones under a pool of water. When the dragons emerged once the pool was drained, one white and one red, they fought tirelessly. Merlin then goes into a trance and begins to explain that the white dragon represented the Saxons, and the red the people of Britain and he continues to prophesize the fate of the British empire.[footnoteRef:13] Merlin’s prophecies give Vortigern and his kin an otherworldly claim to Britain. They act as divine portent. The mythic sets up what path the lineage of kings will take. [13:  Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of The Kings of Britain. pp. 166-169] 

When Merlin appears later in the text, he also prophesizes the success of Arthur after the death of his father Uther Pendragon. [footnoteRef:14] His reappearance in the text is a symbol that everything is syncing with the divine plan he once prophesied. Merlin even aids in the conception of Arthur when he gives Uther a magical concoction that allows him to disguise himself as the future mother of Arthur’s husband to bed her, therefore ensuring the divine line continues.[footnoteRef:15] Merlin’s prophecies having a direct impact on kingly lineage.  [14:  Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of The Kings of Britain. pp. 201]  [15:  Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of The Kings of Britain. pp. 207] 

It is the mythical aspects of Arthur’s tale and his beginnings that cause most to recall the events that take place in Monmouth’s massive work. The supernatural found in Monmouth’s work is why his book was able to live on and become such a cited source. It was able to gain renown far beyond his own time because of the many discussions it later fueled and even helped to form the basis of the myth that Arthur united the British Isles under his rule.
In a sense, Merlin helped create Arthur, the mythic man who is treated with even greater reverence than historical proven kings such as Charlemagne, who we have an enormous amount of hard historical evidence supporting the existence of. Even outside of Europe, children know the basic story of King Arthur because of its fantastical and massive cultural impact. They can retell the tale of Arthur’s birth and the magic that brought about it. They can tell the tale of his sword Caliburn, though now more commonly known as Excalibur, and even his fateful battle with the dreaded Mordred. Even Arthur’s death and being taken away to Avalon is common knowledge to many.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of The Kings of Britain. pp. 261] 

 The average child can recall Arthur and his knights before being able to give any facts about the reign and importance of Charlemagne. Yet, we do not have the same level of evidence for Arthur’s existence. Our oldest easily identifiable source of his place in history is in Monmouth’s work. Despite this fact his work has been used as the backbone of many political and ruling regimes over the course of Britain’s history to stake their place in the grand scheme of history as kings and queens of Britain and mark their right to do so. An example of this is the Winchester Round Table, which has hung in the Great Hall of Winchester Castle for hundreds of years standing as a symbol of British imperialism, chivalry, and political power.  Henry VIII during his reign commissioned the table to be painted with a depiction of himself at the head of a round table with the Tudor Rose at its center to assert himself as the true predecessor of Arthur and therefore the rightful king of Britain. He sought to integrate himself with Arthur’s image as a way of symbolically legitimizing himself and his descendants.[footnoteRef:17] Henry would not have been able to do this with any success if it was not for the large cultural impact that Arthurian legends have had historically. [17:  Whitman, J. National Icon: The Winchester Round Table and the Revelation of Authority. 
Arthuriana, 18(4), pg. 33–65] 

Mythological and supernaturally enhanced histories would serve no purpose other than to be entertaining stories woven intricately if they did not contain some grain of real events that humanity decided was important enough that it must be remembered and had to be written down. The fantastical would have no grand purpose if fallen stars or eclipses did not foretell the birth and death of kings or the fate of some grand battle. Someone might ask when a particular king was born and most would be unable to recall, but if some seemingly cosmic event occurred on the same day the king was brought into the world by their mothers, the memory tool of the fantastical would be activated and all of the sudden the story of the day the good king who was born as a comet flew past the sky showing a new age had dawned, would be recalled. It could easily be seen as myth made into history. The need and want to include the supernatural in these historical tales is something that is profoundly human.
Charlemagne is an excellent example of the mythological continuing and reinforcing history; he was a king who was built up to be the epitome of regality. He was a king who set the standard that rulers should aspire to as they donned their own crowns. We see this with the astral phenomenon that surrounded important moments related to Charlemagne’s life such as those around the time of his death. There is a near folkloric treatment of him. In Einhard’s, The Life of Charlemagne, the last few years of the king’s life were filled with ill omens. There were eclipses of both the sun and moon frequently and black spots appeared on the sun for days at a time signifying his dying light. The gallery between the basilica and the palace fell to the ground. A wooden bridge thought to be indestructible that crossed the Rhine was consumed in three hours by an accidental fire. The world was falling apart as he did. Right before his death, after a great battle against Godfred, King of the Danes, he saw a giant fire ball come down from the sky. He was then thrown from his horse.[footnoteRef:18] There could be no fitting ending to a great king’s life than apocalyptic portents.  [18:  Turner, Samuel Epes. Einhard: The Life of Charlemagne] 

The symbolism surrounding the omens of Charlemagne’s reinforce the grandness of his reign and that after he passed the world would not be the same. Indeed, despite the general public knowing less about Charlemagne, he is nearly on par with King Arthur in terms of being remembered as an example of a good king. However, Charlemagne’s tale has a little more foot in the realm of reality even with the cosmic supernatural omens that followed him to the grave. However, we can not dismiss their inclusion in recounting his history because of the way they reinforce his own importance to those who lived during his reign and experienced the fall out of his death afterwards. They give us a glimpse into what people were feeling at the time and therefore a greater understanding of the social climate surrounding the time period. It is as if the supernatural injected via sentimentality was done so in order to preserve this glimpse into societies mindset as they experienced a great shift in power and life. It may not be the most factual approach to history, but it gets to the core of what happened from a very human viewpoint. The world was ending in a sense with the death of Charlemagne, as least the world as they knew it.
It would be an arrogant way of viewing history to throw away the mythological in favor of the purely factual. This is because it would take away from the humanness of history, the great story of humanity. By doing so, the vision of interconnectedness between the human experience and the culture that drives it would become loose. Humanity does not, and has never, existed in a state of pure logic. We have emotions, imaginations, and our own viewpoints that color history in bright colors. Humanity has vast arrays of symbols and creations that were made to help explain and navigate the world we live in. It is only natural that these have been used to process our own histories as we experience them. In this way the supernatural’s inclusion into history brings more truth, not less. 
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