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Heretic Emperor: The Controversy

BOOK 1

THE CONTROVERSY

But the flames which once burnt around the memory of Arthur have
long ago sunk into grey ashes. He wakes no national passions now. He
has been taken up, with Roland and with Hector, and with all who died
fighting against odds, into the Otherworld of the heroic imagination. His
deeds are the heritage of all peoples; not least of the English folk
against whom he battled. To this outcome many men have worked; the
good clerk Wace, Chrétien de Troyes, the unknown author of the
Lancelot and the Mort Artu, our own Thomas Malory. But most of all are
we bound to praise that learned and unscrupulous old canon of St
George's in Oxford, Geoffrey of Monmouth.

E K Chambers, Arthur of Britain, 1927
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Introduction

The fact is that there is no contemporary or near-contemporary
evidence for Arthur playing any decisive part in these events at all. No
figure on the borderline of history and mythology has wasted more of
the historian’s time.

J N L Myres, 1986’

How many other instances can you think of, anywhere on the globe, in any time period,
where a literate people simply failed to record their own history?

Britain in the fifth and sixth centuries is, it seems, unique. Here, the sequence of
‘one damned thing after another’ goes unrecorded for almost two hundred years. This
gaping hole in our past is now termed the Dark Ages. The professional historians who
study the period seem to have no doubts about who is responsible for this lamentable
state of affairs: the blame must rest with the British themselves.

The era is bordered by two dominions. In the first decade of the fifth century Roman
Britain came to an end. By 410 AD the Roman Empire, weakened by internal
pressures and under threat from invading barbarian tribes, lost control of Britannia,
her most northerly province. By the last decade of the sixth century the bulk of that
province, the fertile lowlands of the south east, was in the hands of Britain’s own
barbarian invaders, the Germanic peoples who became the English. Their dominion
was acknowledged by the head of the western Roman Church, Pope Gregory the
Great, who sent missionaries to convert them to the religion of the Empire. His
emissary, St. Augustine of Canterbury, landed on Thanet, off the Kent coast, in 597 AD.
In between these dates, in the Dark Ages, Britain was ruled by the natives.

By 410 AD Britain had experienced almost four centuries of Roman rule, and the
native elite, at any rate, were literate. They were also Christian, and Christianity is a
book-based religion. The new faith did not leave with the Romans. We know from
Pope Gregory’s own letters that the British Church was still in existence when
Augustine arrived. The natives did not forget how to write. They left inscriptions carved
on stone. Indeed, they even left a few documents. But the Dark Age British left to
posterity no account of their political and military affairs, no record of the sequence of
events that unfolded in the two centuries of their dominion. Today’s Dark Age
historians find themselves faced with an absence of evidence for this crucial period of
transition. There is no reputable historical data from which to construct a coherent
narrative of how Roman Britain turned into Anglo-Saxon England, of how the British
dominion was reduced to the western margins of the island. What we have, instead, is
a legend.

The gap in our history is where the British of an earlier era positioned their greatest

'J N L Myres, The English Settlements, p15-16
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hero, King Arthur. His tale is familiar to most of us: With its magic and enchantment,
the wizard Merlin, the mysterious Holy Grail and the tragic love story of Lancelot and
Guinevere, it has been told and retold for over eight hundred years and still finds an
audience with each retelling. But behind this figure there is an earlier Arthur, a British
political messiah, the defender of his people from alien invaders. He, likewise, was
brought down by treachery, but his tragedy was not personal and romantic, it was
political and military, and it engulfed the whole island.

The Dark Age Britons passed no written record down to today’s historians, but their
descendants treasured their own account of ‘what happened next’, after the Roman
Empire ended in Britain and the British were left to rule their own lands. In time the
creation of England confined the independent British to the western territories of
Wales, Cornwall and Brittany, but here they upheld, throughout the middle ages, a
version of history in which they were the rightful rulers of the whole island. It was their
land before the Romans came. After Rome’s departure treacherous pagan Saxons
arrived, originally invited in as allies and mercenary soldiers who turned savagely on
their hosts and took over their country. But they were driven back. Under Arthur's
leadership the natives resisted, and gained the victory. Britain was restored to British
rule. Tragically, civil war and renewed invasion undid Arthur’s achievement; the pagan
Saxons eventually prevailed. Yet hope remained. Arthur would return to lead his
people again, for Arthur had not died. His earthly career ended, in the earliest extant
account, exactly as in the later stories: “Arthur himself, our renowned king, was
mortally wounded and was carried off to the island of Avalon, so that his wounds might
be attended to.” So says Geoffrey of Monmouth, in his infamous, twelfth-century History
of the Kings of Britain.

According to Geoffrey, Arthur fell at Camlann in 542 AD. The History of the Kings of
Britain was written in 1138 AD. So the earliest extant account of Arthur’'s reign was
written six centuries after his own era. Even in his own day Geoffrey was accused of
fabricating. But he did not invent Arthur’s military career as the victorious leader of the
Christian British against the invading pagan Saxons. Arthur was already recorded in
that role by the ninth century. And he did not invent the belief in our ‘once and future
king’. By Geoffrey’s time, as the written record testifies, the entire British people, the
Welsh, the Cornish and the Bretons, believed passionately that Arthur would return
and restore their dominion over the whole island: one twelfth-century chronicler,
aghast at their audacity, records, “Openly they go about saying that in the end they will
have all, by means of Arthur they will have it back... They will call it Britain again.“ And
Geoffrey didn’t invent the Dark Age British restoration that pushed back the first Saxon
advance. That event is presented as a fact in one of the very few Dark Age documents
we possess, Gildas’ The Ruin of Britain. The date of this sermon is disputed, but
most hold it to be mid-sixth century. The writer is quite clear that, in his own day, the
treacherous pagan Saxons who once drenched the island in blood have ceased to be
a threat. He tells of a war between natives and incomers which was resolved in the
natives’ favour a generation previously. If Gildas is to be believed, then at some point
in the late fifth or early sixth century there was a British victory, followed by decades of
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British rule. So was there a real King Arthur?

The question has been the subject of vitriolic controversy from Geoffrey’s day down
to our own. For a time it did seem that the heat had gone out of the debate. Beginning
in the late nineteenth century a consensus developed among professional historians
which allowed that the pre-Galfridian Arthurian tradition really was rooted in historical
fact, and that the Britons really did remember something of their own history. There
was, after all, no getting away from Gildas, contemporary witness to a sixth-century
British restoration. And the victorious British forces must have had a leader. Even the
name was unexceptionable: Artorius was a Roman family name and there are
inscriptions suggesting a member of that family served in the Roman army in second-
century Britain. A likely character could, it seemed, be constructed from the surviving
evidence. Of course he could be nothing like the Golden Age king of legend. The real
Arthur would have to have been a man of his era, and that, historians knew, was a
Dark Age. But a Romano-British general, struggling to defend Roman civilization
against the encroaching barbarians in a lost outpost of the Empire, would seem to fit
the circumstances. For most of the twentieth century, most historians accepted that
there must have been such a man behind the myth of Arthur. But this view was
decisively overthrown in the late 1970s, just when Thatcherism overthrew the post-war
consensus in British politics.

The question ‘Was there a real King Arthur?’, though still of intense interest to the
general public, is now one which no professional historian can even ask. The
academic consensus which has held sway for the past thirty years has ruled it out of
court, on the grounds that the early British texts which name Arthur have no more
relevance to the study of the British Dark Ages than Geoffrey of Monmouth’s fabulous
book. Academic study of Arthur is now restricted to his legend, and the period where
his own people located his earthly career is unknown and unknowable, its political
history forever unwritten because no contemporary record exists. Like the man said,
these aren’t called the Dark Ages for nothing.

It is my contention that this darkness is not a result of the record’s inadequacies, it
is a construct of the Dark Age historians themselves. It is a consequence of their
political and racial bias, whether conscious or unconscious; of their refusal to
understand the surviving texts on their own terms; and of their strange willingness to
accept a two hundred year gap in the record without any real explanation as to how it
came about. Most of all it results from their antipathy to the Arthur of history and to his
earliest known biographer. If Geoffrey of Monmouth had not been dismissed as a
fabricator, but treated with the respect due to one of the greatest propagandists ever
known, Dark Age historians could have avoided wasting quite so much of their
precious time.

The political history of Britain can indeed be written, if only in outline. As the ideal
materials for writing such a history do not exist, we must make use of what we have.
We must draw out the evidence of all the available sources, the contemporary and the
derivative, the insular and the continental, the historical and the legendary, the
respectable and the thoroughly disreputable. What emerges is a clear and
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comprehensible picture of independent Britain; of the forces which lead to its creation

and its destruction; and of Arthur’s role in this critical period of our history.
We must begin somewhere, so let's start where Arthur himself, according to our

most disreputable source, had his beginnings. Tintagel, in Geoffrey of Monmouth’s
story, is where our once and future king was conceived.
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Chapter 1

The Riddle of Arthur

Short of some fantastic invention, a time machine, say, or an equally
fantastic discovery, an inscription naming him from a period which has
left barely a word engraved on stone, Arthur himself will always elude
us.

Richard Barber, 1972?

The Arthur Stone

In the summer of 1998, at Tintagel on the north coast of Cornwall, a team of
archaeologists from Glasgow University made a remarkable discovery. They were
engaged in excavating a 'high status secular settlement' of the sixth or seventh century
- or Dark Age palace, as Cornwall’s tourist chiefs, at any rate, were not embarrassed
to call it. Ten days into the dig one of them turned over a piece of slate positioned as a
drain cover, and found it bore an inscription, apparently naming the owner of a
previous structure on the same site. The script was sixth-century, the language Latin.
The man named was Artognou, pronounced, in the native British, ‘Arthnou’. The
archaeologist who uncovered the inscription described his initial reaction: "As the
stone came out, when | saw the letters A-R-T, | thought uh-oh....."™

The find was unique, the first purely secular inscription in a purely secular context to
be unearthed anywhere in Britain for this period. Professor Chris Morris, the chief
archaeologist on site, termed it ‘priceless’. It was, he explained "the first evidence we
have that the skills of reading and writing were handed down in a non-religious
context",* that is, that the Dark Age Britons did not sink back into illiteracy the moment
Rome withdrew her legions. He was, however, "resigned to the fact that this is not how
his great discovery will be remembered", as The Guardian phrased it.

The discovery was made on July 4th, and made public a month later, on August 6th.
By the 7th, it was headline news: "OId slate brings King Arthur back to life" (The
Times); "Nameplate leads trail to court of King Arthur" (The Independent); "Found, the
Holy Grail that proves legend of King Arthur" (The Express); "King Arthur woz here!"
(The Sun). The find even made the international press. The local newspaper, The
Western Morning News, filled pages with the story, reporting tourist officials and
traders declaring the find “a miracle” “an absolute godsend”, and predicting “people
from all over the world are going to want to see this”. This enthusiasm is
understandable. The entire economy of Tintagel is based on Arthurian tourism, for
this, traditionally, is the place where King Arthur was born.

The story was popularised by the poet Tennyson in the nineteenth century, but it has
2 Richard Barber, The Figure of Arthur, p20

® reported in The Guardian, Friday, August 7th, 1998
* reported in The Times, Friday August 7th 1998
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much earlier roots. Tennyson had the tale from Malory’s Mort d’Arthur, a fifteenth-
century compilation of the Arthurian legend, but the link between the hero and the
place can be traced back further still. Arthur is conceived at Tintagel in Geoffrey of
Monmouth’s twelfth-century History of the Kings of Britain. Despite the name, this is
not a history in any modern sense of that word, and over the years critics have had
some very rude things to say about Geoffrey and his book. And as many people, even
among the educated, seem unable to make the distinction between ‘earliest known’
and ‘first ever’, academics specialising in the British Dark Ages had long been firmly
convinced that the connection between Arthur and Tintagel originated with a lying
historian in the twelfth century. And then the slate was unearthed.

The public reaction to the find could hardly have contrasted more strongly with that
of the Dark Age archaeologists who actually unearthed it. According to Professor Chris
Morris, head of the Glasgow team, the slate could have no connection with Arthur
since “Arthur is a figure who first enters the historical domain in the 12th century".® On
the Glasgow University web site, his team continue to present the same line: "we
must dismiss any idea that the name on this stone is in any way to be associated with
the legendary and literary figure of Arthur” since “Arthur was only associated with
Tintagel through the work of Geoffrey of Monmouth in the twelfth century, six hundred
years later”.® This assertion, they suggest, “may disappoint the romantic”. It does
rather more than that, it completely misrepresents the known facts.

Now it is true to say the slate does not prove the existence of King Arthur, or his
connection with Tintagel. What it does prove, clearly, is that Geoffrey of Monmouth did
not invent that association. There was a man called Arthur, or something like that
name, at the right place and in the right time. Coincidence is not a credible
explanation. Those who study Geoffrey’s work have long been aware that he wove his
narrative out of earlier sources, including British traditions long since lost. Indeed
Lewis Thorpe, translator of the Penguin Classics edition of The History of the Kings of
Britain, states explicitly: "What nobody who has examined the evidence carefully can
ever dare to say is that Geoffrey of Monmouth simply made up his material."” Yet the
Glasgow University website is saying precisely that.

Dark Age academics have a problem with the historical Arthur, as the discovery of
the ‘Arthur stone’ illustrates. Itis only to be expected that the press and the general
public should heartily welcome apparent evidence that a popular legend is rooted in
history. And it is perfectly proper that, where enthusiasm goes beyond the logic of the
evidence, professional academics should apply a corrective. But this should take the
form of a clear, precise statement of the known facts. The reason the Glasgow team
failed to provide that in this case is that their field of study is dominated by a
consensus which is politically and racially biased, and emotionally charged.

For the last thirty years the Arthur of history has been ruled out of court for those who
study his era. Dark Age academics do not deny his existence, but they may not
confront it objectively. So if the evidence appears to force such a confrontation, it

® reported in The Times, Friday August 7th 1998
® www.gla.ac.uk/archaeology/projects/tintagel/ttg6.html
7 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, Lewis Thorpe, Introduction, p17
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cannot be seen for what it is. To understand how this distortion arose we must trace
the history of Arthur’s history over the last eight hundred years. At the base of the
current consensus lies a single text, Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History of the Kings of
Britain, one of the most influential books ever written, and one of the most maligned.

The Pseudo-History of Britain

To commemorate the new millennium Britain’s Sunday Times produced a ten part
supplement titled Pages from History: Ten Documents That Changed The World - AD
1000 to 2000. One document was selected for each century. For the thirteenth century
it was Magna Carta, the acknowledged foundation of English parliamentary
democracy. For the twelfth, for part 2, it was Geoffrey of Monmouth's History of the
Kings of Britain. The principal contributor for this section was the Tudor historian David
Starkey, who opened his article, An English Romance, with these words: “Great books
should, we feel, be good books. Actually, some great books, by which | mean
influential books, have been very bad indeed. An obvious example is Hitler's Mein
Kampf. Another, from the twelfth century, is Geoffrey of Monmouth's History of the
Kings of Britain.”

We know rather more about Geoffrey than we do of most medieval writers. He was
a British patriot, probably born in Monmouth but of Breton descent - a large contingent
of Bretons had crossed the channel with William of Normandy. Towards the end of his
life he was made bishop of St. Asaph in Flintshire, but he was consecrated whilst
residing in London and the likelihood is he never visited his see, which was then
under the rule of Welsh princes at war with the Norman rulers of England. He became
a priest just a week before becoming a bishop. For most of his adult life he was
simply a cleric, possibly with a teaching post at an Oxford college. It was at Oxford,
between 1135 and 1138, that he wrote The History of the Kings of Britain. This was, he
claimed, simply a Latin translation of a book in the British tongue - which in that period
could mean Welsh or Breton - given him by Walter, Archdeacon of Oxford.

The History of the Kings of Britain purports to give a complete account of all the
kings of Britain from the time the British first occupied the Island until their dominion
was finally overthrown by the invading Saxons and they were driven into the western
margins of their island. In all it covers nineteen centuries and ninety-nine kings,
starting with Brutus the Trojan, great-grandson of Aeneas, who led the first human
inhabitants into the island then called Albion.

The story was new to Geoffrey's contemporaries, though they would have been
familiar with Aeneas, and would immediately have recognised the parallel. In Roman
legend, immortalised by the poet Vergil, Aeneas escaped from the sack of Troy and
finally settled in Italy, where in fulfilment of the goddess Venus' prophecy he became
the founder of a mighty race, the Romans. His descendant Brutus likewise got off to a
bad start in Geoffrey's tale. But a goddess intervened in his fate also and directed him
to Britain, where the prophecy of Diana promised "a line of kings will be born from your
stock and the round circle of the whole earth will be subject to them." Of the 98 British
kings following Brutus the mightiest is Arthur, the principal subject of Geoffrey's

11
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history, his reign occupying a quarter of the book. Scion of a dynasty raised to power in
Britain after Rome had abandoned her erstwhile province to the assaults of pagans,
Arthur completes the task begun by his grandfather Constantine, and having restored
the island to native rule, goes on to greater glory. At the apex of his power his empire
extends over all northern Europe, from Norway and Iceland down to the Alps. All is
brought to ruin by the treachery of his nephew Mordred, just as Arthur, having slain the
Roman ruler, is about to invade lItaly.

Geoffrey did not invent Arthur; no contemporary would have accused him of that. But
his was the first written account of Arthur's reign, outside the Celtic world at any rate.
And it was directed to a lay audience, in an accessible style. It was an immediate
sensation, a medieval best seller. All subsequent 'historical' accounts of Arthur's
period for centuries to come were based on this book.

But from the start it had its critics. David Starkey's demonisation is not new. A
twelfth-century Welsh churchman, Giraldus Cambrensis, in his l[tinerary through
Wales, tells of a demoniac, who, when St. John's Gospel was placed on his bosom,
was relieved of his demons but when this was replaced with Geoffrey's history the
devils came back thicker than ever. But Geoffrey's most famous opponent in his own
century has always been William of Newburgh, another churchman, who began his
own history with a ringing denunciation of Geoffrey’s. Writing in the 1190s he tells us
the now deceased Geoffrey was an impudent liar, his Arthur a mere fable related by a
stupid race, and the very idea of the British ever rivalling the martial valour of Greece
and Rome was simply laughable. And it was William's verdict on Geoffrey that was
adopted during the Enlightenment, when the Middle Ages, and its myths, were finally
laid to rest.

If Geoffrey is the source of the history of Arthur, and Geoffrey is a liar, it follows
logically that the historical Arthur is a lie. Or so it seemed to the Enlightened. The
origin of this view is sometimes mistakenly traced to Polydore Vergil, an Italian
humanist and ecclesiastic writing under the patronage of Henry VIII, England's
Bluebeard. But this is only because the Enlightenment traces its own origins back to
the Italian Renaissance, so an ltalian rejecting Geoffrey's medieval fables in the very
period when ltaly, in the words of Voltaire, “began to shake of that barbarous rust with
which Europe had been covered since the decline of the Roman empire” , appears
portentous.

In fact, there was nothing new in Polydore's criticism of Geoffrey, and it had no
impact on Arthur's position in British history. That position had always owed more to
royal patronage than to textual analysis, and England's Renaissance dynasties were
by no means ready to see the back of Arthur. Indeed Henry VIlI, Polydore's patron, was
almost preceded on the throne by a King Arthur. His father, Henry VII, a usurper by the
usual rules of inheritance, portrayed himself as a direct descendant of King Arthur, via
Cadwallader, the last of Geoffrey's kings, and took care that his eldest son and heir,
whom he named Arthur, should be born at Winchester, then thought to be the site of
Camelot. The boy predeceased him.

® Voltaire, An Essay on Universal History, trans. Thomas Nugent
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Whilst the Tudors and the Stuarts held the throne of England Geoffrey's position
was safe, and so was Arthur's. Both continued to be an inspiration to artists and
writers in search of court patronage. Spenser's The Faerie Queen uses Arthurian epic
to glorify Queen Elizabeth |. Shakespeare's King Lear and Cymbeline take their
stories from Geoffrey’s history. Not until the Enlightenment was Geoffrey finally
toppled, taking Arthur with him.

But this condemnation of Geoffrey did not rely on any study of his history, but on the
Enlightenment's assessment of his period. The Dark Ages, then, extended from the
fall of Rome to the Renaissance: a period when learning was entirely in the hands of
the Church, which held men in the bondage of ignorance. Unscrupulous clerics
perpetuated a series of literary frauds against a benighted, illiterate population, the
most famous of these being the Donation of Constantine, which purported to be a
deed of gift from the first Christian Emperor to Pope Sylvester and his successors, of
the entire western Empire.® This obvious fabrication, concocted in the eighth century,
fooled all Europe for 700 years and was only finally exposed in the Renaissance - or
so the story goes.

Geoffrey was a cleric. He claimed his British history derived from an earlier written
work, but no one has ever seen that text. The histories that preceded him, Bede's
History of the English Church and People, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, and the
continental chroniclers who might have been expected to notice Arthur's continental
empire, make no mention of him. So it seemed obvious that Geoffrey was a liar, his
history a fraud. The Progress of Reason had finally caught up with that unscrupulous
cleric and his historically fraudulent hero.

But that was before anyone bothered to study Arthur’s period.

Dux Bellorum

The point of labelling a millennium a Dark Age was, precisely, to rule it ‘out of court’.
Enlightenment historians did not waste their time on the period between Rome's fall
and her revival. It was unworthy of their attention. But once the relevant texts were
studied it became obvious that Arthur was around long before Geoffrey's time, and not
only in oral tradition. The Welsh texts may be scanty but they are unanimous - the
British initially defeated the Saxon attempt to take over their island, and they did so
under the leadership of Arthur.

Geoffrey's was not even the first written history of Britain, just the first known to most
of his non-British contemporaries. The Historia Brittonum, long credited to ‘Nennius’,
predates it by centuries and was one of Geoffrey's sources. It doesn't give an account
of Arthur's reign, but it does list his victories over the Saxon, a list which culminates in
Badon. And Badon's existence is confirmed by the English historian Bede, who
testifies that the British did win a resounding victory over his own people. The Anglo-
Saxon Chronicle might prefer to keep quiet about it, but Badon is real. Even Bede's
source has survived, the only British text from the Arthurian period known to have done
so - a sermon written by a British monk named Gildas around 540 AD. In The Ruin of

° This document can be viewed online at http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/source/donatconst.htmi
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Britain, a warning to his own generation, Gildas describes Badon as "pretty much the
last defeat of the villains (the pagan Saxons), and certainly not the least".” He also
tells us it was a siege, and was fought forty three years from the time of his writing. It
was plainly decisive: when Gildas wrote the Saxons were not even regarded as a
threat by the British rulers. Someone led the British to that resounding victory. Gildas
does not name the victor. Later British tradition remembered him as Arthur. And so
Arthur was restored to history.

Official, academic study of Arthur's period can be dated to the last quarter of the
nineteenth century. The first Chair of Celtic Studies in a British University was
established at Oxford in 1877. Its first occupant was Sir John Rhys. His Celtic Britain,
published in 1882, left the question of Arthur's existence is still open. But by 1891, in
Studies in the Arthurian Legend, he had made up his mind: There was a real Arthur.
The legend, so far from disproving Arthur's reality, is a consequence of it - it came
about through a confusion between the historical Arthur and a British deity of the same
name. Arthur the man, in Rhys’ theory, was the last bearer of the Roman title of Comes
Britanniae, Count of Britain. In the Late Roman period this was the highest military
office in the province, with a roving commission to defend it wherever needed. When
Roman authority ceased in Britain, the Comes Britanniae would become the supreme
authority in Britain, a local Emperor, and thus Arthur went down in Welsh tradition as
Yr Amherawdyr Arthur, 'the Emperor Arthur'."

This idea was taken up and further developed by R G Collingwood in Roman
Britain, published in 1936 in conjunction with J N L Myres’ The English Settlements, as
the first volume of the Oxford History of England - hardly a fringe publication.
Collingwood had no doubts about Arthur: He was a Romanised Briton. His name,
Artorius was "a recognised though not very common Roman family name" and the
man bearing it would be “most probably the son of a good family in one of the civitates
of the lowland zone”” (the highlands of Britain were never Romanised, and were
therefore, presumably, entirely free of good families). Gildas records the last British
appeal for Roman aid, addressed to Aétius, commander of the Roman forces in Gaul.
What the British were asking for, says Collingwood, was a new comes Britanniarum.
Failing to get one from Rome, they created their own. The comes Britanniarum
commanded a Roman field army with authority to operate in any part of the island.
This was Arthur's role, as the earliest history to name him accurately records. The
ninth-century Historia Brittonum locates Arthur's battles in all quarters, and terms him
dux bellorum, leader in battle. Bede similarly describes the Roman missionary St.
Germanus as dux belli, on account of the part he played in another fifth-century battle
against the barbarian invaders of Britain. And this explains the apparently mythological
element in Nennius' account of Badon, crediting Arthur with slaying 960 of the enemy
in a single charge. What is meant is not that Arthur personally killed 960 men at
Badon, but that he fought usually as overall commander of the war bands of Britain's
regional kings, but on this occasion no force other than his own was present. Or so

'° Gildas, The Ruin of Britain, 26.1
" John Rhys, Studies in the Arthurian Legend, p 7
> R G Collingwood and J N L Myres, Roman Britain and the English Settlements, p321
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Collingwood surmised.

Thus Arthur appeared to have found a secure place in British history as 'the last of
the Romans', whose futile resistance marked a brief interlude before history really got
going again with the Anglo-Saxon conquest; a man historically real but historically
irrelevant, as Alcock's Arthur's Britain concluded in 1971: "Apt symbol though he is for
the period between the break with Rome in 407-10 and the emergence of the
Heptarchy in the 7th century, in terms of realpolitik his achievement is negligible."”

This was an Arthur academics could stomach. The Dark Age generalissimo had
nothing in common with the chivalrous king of medieval Romance, and was as far
from Geoffrey’s mighty European conqueror as it was possible to be. Indeed his only
connection with the older British Arthur was his war against the Saxons, and he might
as well not have bothered. The vast Arthurian legend evolved from a fantasy born of
hopeless disappointment. The legendary Arthur was the compensatory daydream of a
defeated people. With that cleared out of the way, Arthur's historicity was almost
universally accepted. Richard Barber, who did not accept it, described it in 1972 as the
"orthodox view" which was "in danger of becoming accepted as fact by default of a
challenger."” And then John Morris published The Age of Arthur.

The Arthur Heresy

The Age of Arthur came out in 1973, only two years after Alcock's Arthur's Britain. Its
view of Arthur was precisely the reverse. Arthur was no obscure warlord whose military
successes were almost immediately undone, but last in a line of British Emperors,
conscious heirs of Imperial Rome. He left a legacy which shaped the political map of
Britain, and the political thought of both the British and the English for centuries to
come.

At the time of its publication John Morris was Senior Lecturer in Ancient History at
University College London, a well-respected historian with numerous publications to
his credit. His Age of Arthur, a History of the British Isles from 350 to 650, concerned
the period of Celtic independence which historians still term the Dark Ages. Morris
opposed this terminology. These were the formative years of British history, and they
were not 'dark' for lack of evidence but because the evidence had not yet been
systematically studied. The use of prejudicial terminology contributed to this
unnecessary obscurity and neglect. If this vital era were to be studied properly in
future, as a period in its own right and not as a mere transitional phase between
Roman Britain and early England, it would have to have a proper name. And as
historical periods are usually named for their most important ruler, this period should
be termed the Age of Arthur.

It was in this era that the nations of Britain first came into being, and Arthur's role,
Morris argues, was crucial. As a consequence of his success British history took a
different turn from the rest of Europe. On the Continent, the German invaders were
received into the decaying western Empire, infusing it with new life. The rigid,

oppressive Roman state system survived, to cripple later centuries. Here, the initial
'® L eslie Alcock, Arthur’s Britain, p364
'* Richard Barber, The Figure of Arthur, p17
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success and eventual failure of the British resistance prevented any such fusion. The
two races, so long enemies, remained distinct: The English retained their Germanic
language and their more egalitarian traditions. The areas which remained free of the
English were also freed from Rome's grip, an accidental consequence of the Arthurian
resistance.

In Morris’ view Arthur's intention was to revive the institutions of Roman rule, but on
his failure to establish a unifying government in place of imperial authority, Roman
institutions collapsed: But the native language and culture survived. The descendants
of the British, the Welsh, the Cornish and the Bretons, remain a distinct, Celtic people,
conquered but never absorbed by the English or the French. The nation of Scotland,
too, originated in Arthur's reign. In his era, and under his authority, the Irish colony of
Dal Riada was established as a bulwark against Pictish raids. Its first king, Aedan,
named his son Arthur. Scotland came into being when this Irish kingdom and the
ancient Pictish kingdom were united by dynastic marriage. All the nations inhabiting
the island of Britain came into being in Arthur’s era and so too did a distinctive insular
Christianity, heir to the “radical, individualist and humanist Christian tradition”™ of the
Roman past, which went on to infuse all Europe as its evangelising monks migrated
to the Continent.

Arthur emerges from Morris's analysis a profoundly important figure who merited
his place in the historical consciousness of our ancestors, a real man who inspired,
and deserved, his legend. "Earlier generations lacked the formidable equipment of
modern scholarship, but they judged honestly. The instinct of the Middle Ages began
its tradition with Arthur of Britain, the champion of a legendary golden age, the pattern
of a just society which should be, but was not."® That went down like a lead balloon.

When John Morris published The Age of Arthur, Arthur’s historical existence was
the orthodox view, as even its opponents acknowledged. Soon after the position was
completely reversed, and Arthur became a forbidden subject for academics engaged
in studying his era. This dramatic change of heart was supposedly brought about by a
twenty-page article published in 1977 in the academic journal History. In Sub-Roman
Britain: History and Legend, Dr. David Dumville launched a savage attack on both
John Morris and Leslie Alcock, denigrating both as incompetent historians who had
failed to understand the nature of their sources, and proclaiming that, so far from
naming his age, Arthur must be removed entirely from the Dark Age historian’s
consideration: "we must reject him from our histories and, above all, from the titles of
our books.""”

This attack was spectacularly effective. Suddenly academics concerned for their
reputations strove mightily to distance themselves from Arthur. The most revealing
case was that of J N L Myres, whose original The English Settlements was included
within the same binding as R G Collingwood's now discredited Roman Britain, as the
first volume of the Oxford History of England. In its 1986 republication Myres found it
necessary - after half a century - to explain that "the implication ... of joint authorship

'®* John Morris, The Age of Arthur, p405
'® John Morris, The Age of Arthur, p509
'” David Dumville, Sub-Roman Biritain: History and Legend, p188
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was entirely erroneous ... it was not in fact until his text was in final draft that | learnt
that he proposed to pursue the story of Roman Britain far beyond its generally
accepted termination ... to include ... the Arthurian age".” Even Leslie Alcock, instead of
defending himself against Dumville's intemperate abuse ("... have not done the
fundamental part of their homework ... failed to appreciate the nature of the source-
material ... failed to attempt a twentieth-century view")® bowed to the pressure,
"acknowledged the force of some of the criticisms" and abjuring his previous errors,
"declared himself now 'agnostic' regarding Arthur personally".”

John Morris, unfortunately, was not around to mount a defence of his professional
reputation. He died in 1977. The supporting notes which he thought would prove his
case to the academic world were not then published. His untimely death left them, in
the words of his publishers, "a vast mass of papers".” They finally appeared in 1995,
as the first six volumes of Arthurian Period Sources. But by that time the verdict was
too well entrenched.

How well entrenched is indicated in the preface of volume one of that series, written
by John McNeal Dodgson and Robert Browning, in which they plead the cause of
Richard White, who edited Morris' notes. They make it clear that they use the term
‘edited' with caution: Richard White's contribution was only to make available as much
as possible of Morris' surviving notes (one whole section had disappeared
unaccountably);? he was not himself responsible for anything Morris said. This is
stressed repeatedly: "It would be monstrous if this tremendous labour were to be
rewarded by blame or disparagement in the course of any criticism of Morris' views
which might ensue upon the publication of the notes." "We have to ensure that Richard
White's devoted act of friendship does not bring him into obloquy or suspicion
because of any real or supposed 'heresy' which disputation or research may discern
or reveal in John Morris's notes."”

‘Heresy’ is a very odd word to find applied to an academic’s considered opinion at
the end of the twentieth century, but in this case it is plainly apt. If the editor of Morris’
notes has to be rigourously defended against the charge of endorsing them, we are
entering a very strange world indeed. The concept of guilt by association is a common
threat under tyrannical regimes and persecuting religions, but how on earth was it
allowed to enter the field of British academic scholarship?

There is obviously rather more to this than a simple case of incompetent
scholarship. Prior to the publication of The Age of Arthur John Morris was a perfectly
reputable historian. He was condemned without a proper hearing, since his entire
evidence was not then in the public domain. That six volumes of supporting notes

'®* J N L Myres, The English Settlements, introduction.

'* David Dumville, Sub-Roman Britain: History and Legend, pp 174, 192

?° Geoffrey Ashe, The Discovery of King Arthur, p84

2" Arthurian Period Sources, dust jacket

?2 “The most drastic loss was the absence from Morris’s papers of any significant materials for S (‘Saxon
Archaeology’), although it is clear both that he had done much work on this subject and that he intended it
to be one of the major sections of his Arthurian Sources.” Arthurian Period Sources, Publisher’'s Note.

% Arthurian Period Sources, Vol. 1, pxv
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failed to get the case reopened speaks volumes in itself. But even without those
notes, The Age of Arthur is a five hundred page tome, yet it was supposedly
demolished by a twenty page article in an academic journal. It doesn’'t add up, even
before we subject David Dumville’s article to any sort of scrutiny.

Sub-Roman Britain

For a work of twenty pages to create a new academic consensus almost overnight,
forcing upholders of the previous ‘orthodox view’ into hasty retraction or academic
oblivion you would think it would need to be, at a minimum, logically argued and
devoid of factual errors: This one isn't.

Sub-Roman Britain: History and Legend presents itself as a demand for a more
exacting study of those texts concerned with period in question, British history in the
fifth and sixth centuries - a period which Dumville defined as 'politically dark’, and as a
transitional phase. Morris and Alcock, using Celtic texts to write the history of this
period of Celtic dominance - and in doing so "breaking with the tradition of twentieth-
century English historiography" - failed to understand the nature of their source
material. Study of this material was "still in its infancy". It must be subject to the most
rigourous scrutiny, "we need to understand the sources, motives, and technical
terminology of each of writers".* At the end of Dumville's analysis, however, there's
only one writer left to analyse. Having ruled out every other text as too late, too
ridiculous, or out of bounds to the historian, the only text remaining from which to write
a history of Arthur's period is, in Dumville's view, Gildas' The Ruin of Britain.

The only British texts surviving from the period, Dumville insisted, were the genuine
writings of St. Patrick, which contained little of general relevance, and Gildas’ sermon -
which of course doesn't mention Arthur. In addition, a few Welsh poems might
eventually contribute something to the study of these centuries, “those of the Gododdin
attributed to Aneirin and the twelve poems said to be the genuine oeuvre of Taliesin™
but historians could not yet call upon their witness because they were still in the
hands of the philologists, awaiting a ‘secure’ date. This statement assumes
historians can contribute nothing from their own discipline to the dating of historical
texts, and the era of composition can be determined from language alone and not
content, while it tacitly admits the truth of Morris’ assertion, that this period was ‘dark’
because it had not been studied. It was to counter this neglect that Morris proposed it
should be named as a period in its own right, not treated as a transitional phase
between Roman Britain and Anglo-Saxon England. Among the neglected evidence for
this era is one poem not in Dumville’s list, which Morris dates, from its content, to the
late fifth century - and that poem calls Arthur an emperor.

In Dumville’s view, the earliest ‘securely dated’ reference to Arthur is the ninth-
century Historia Brittonum, a work long attributed to ‘Nennius’ on the strength of a
preface which gives the author that name. But this, according to Dumville, is a
mistake: The Nennius preface has no claim to be an original part of the document and

must be rejected, along with the forger's claim to have 'made a heap of all that | have
24 David Dumville, Sub-Roman Britain: History and Legend, pp 174, 173, 192
%5 David Dumville, Sub-Roman Biritain: History and Legend, p178
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6th century

5th to 8th
century

6th to 7th
century

8th century

8th century

9th century

9th to 10th

century

10th

Arthur in the Written Record

The Ruin of Britain

From that time, the citizens were sometimes victorious, sometimes the enemy, in
order that the Lord, according to His wont, might try in this nation the Israel of
today, whether it loves Him or not. This continued up to the year of the siege of
Badon Hill, and of almost the last great slaughter inflicted upon the rascally crew.
And this commences, a fact | know, as the forty-fourth year, with one month now
elapsed:; it is also the year of my birth.

anon The Battle of Llongborth

In Llongborth | saw Arthur's
Heroes who cut with steel.
The Emperor, ruler of our labour.

Aneirin Y Gododdin

He brought black crows to a fort's
wall, though he was not Arthur.

He made his strength a refuge,

the front line's bulwark, Gwawrddur.

anon Marwnad Cynddylan - Death Song of Cynddylan

| used to have brothers. It was better when they were
the young whelps of great Arthur, the mighty fortress.

Bede A History of the English Church and People

From that day, sometimes the natives, and sometimes their enemies, prevailed,
till the year of the siege of Badon Hill, when they made no small slaughter of
those invaders, about forty-four years after their arrival in Britain.

Nennius Historia Brittonum - British History

The twelfth battle was on Badon Hill and in it nine hundred and sixty men fell in
one day, from a single charge of Arthur's, and no one laid them low save he
alone; and he was victorious in all his campaigns.

anon Englynion v Beddau - The Stanzas of the Graves

There is a grave for March, a grave for Gwythur,
A grave for Gwgawn Red-sword;
The world's wonder a grave for Arthur.

anon Annales Cambriae - Welsh Annals

Year 72 (c. 516) The Battle of Badon, in which Arthur carried the cross of our
Lord Jesus Christ on his shoulders for three days and three
nights and the Britons were the victors.

Year 93 (c. 537) The strife of Camlann in which Arthur and Medraut fell, and
there was plague in Britain and in Ireland.
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found' - a claim which deluded incompetent scholars like Alcock and Morris into
thinking that the Historia Brittonum preserved, unedited, sources from a still earlier
period. The nameless author of the Historia did have sources, sources which are still
extant. Dumville lists them, and concludes "l trust that the mere recital of these
sources will suggest their utter flimsiness as records of this obscure century of our
history”.” This is not an argument: Dumville merely invites us to share his opinion.

And what of Gildas' sources? "Gildas", says Dumville, "is our prime text for the
outline history of the period from the end of Roman rule to the mid-sixth-century",
because "he alone seems to have had access to contemporary sources for the fifth
century and was an eye-witness to the earlier sixth."” A prime text is not a primary
source. Both words imply ‘chief, ‘principal’, ‘most important’, but speaking
historiographically a primary source is one not derived from any other, generally a
contemporary witness. Gildas is not a contemporary witness for the fifth century.
Dumville says that he seems to have access to contemporary sources, though in this
case he does not list them. If he knew what they were, then surely he would. Dumville,
then, does not know for a fact that Gildas derived his account of the fifth century from
contemporary sources, it only seems to him that this is so, and on the basis of this
subjective judgement we are invited to accept Gildas’ sermon as our prime text for the
century. But how do we know the sources that Gildas might seem, to David Dumville,
to have had are any more reliable than sources the writer of the Historia actually did
have?

Of course Gildas’ is nearer in time to the fifth century than ‘Nennius’, but Dumville
himself rules that argument out of court in dismissing Bede's contribution to sixth-
century history. Bede's History of the English Church and People contains very little
information on sixth-century history, but the little it does contain is highly significant.
This is our prime text for the Augustine mission at the end of the sixth century. "But
Bede", Dumville warns, "is not a primary source for later-sixth-century history. ...
Because his work is a fine piece of scholarship, a mine of information, and written in a
clear Latin style, it does not follow that we should necessarily accept his view of
centuries for which he is at best a secondary authority as more reliable than that of any
modern scholar. The argument that Bede lived much nearer to the fifth and sixth
centuries than we do should not be allowed to cut any ice."” Bede completed his
history in 731, and dated Augustine’s mission to 596-7, 135 years before. About the
same time period separates Gildas’ sermon from the end of Roman Britain. So why
should Gildas be regarded as more reliable, over that distance, than Bede? Because
his Latin is turgid?

And so to Arthur, the real object of Dumville's attack, to whom he devotes a whole
paragraph: "We come, last in the fifth century and first in the sixth, to Arthur, a man
without position or ancestry in pre-Geoffrey Welsh sources. | think we can dispose of
him quite briefly. He owes his place in our history books to a 'no smoke without fire'
school of thought. What evidence is there for his existence? Almost twenty years ago

?¢ David Dumville, Sub-Roman Britain: History and Legend, p177
?” David Dumville, Sub-Roman Britain: History and Legend, p191
?® David Dumville, Sub-Roman Britain: History and Legend, p191-2
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the late Professor Thomas Jones gave us an admirably balanced account of the early
evolution of the legend of Arthur. Independently, and at almost the same time,
Professor K H Jackson published an excellent survey reaching remarkably similar
conclusions. The totality of the evidence, and it is remarkably slight until a very late
date, shows Arthur as a figure of legend (or even - as Sir John Rhys pointed out last
century - of mythology)."”

That two scholars who studied the Arthur legend found Arthur to be a figure of
legend is not significant, merely inevitable: if Arthur were not a figure of legend they
could not have studied his legend. Perhaps David Dumville meant to say these two
professors had show Arthur to be purely a figure of legend, but that is not what he
actually does say. As for Sir John Rhys, he said something completely different. In
Rhys’ view Arthur was historical. He argued that the /legend of Arthur arose from the
confounding of a real man with a British deity in consequence of the similarity, or
identity, of their names. Itis hard to see how Dumville made this mistake, when he
gives as his reference the very publication - Studies in the Arthurian Legend, Oxford,
1891 - in which Rhys puts forward his theory that Arthur was the last Roman military
leader of Britain, and was for that reason remembered as Yr Amherawdyr Arthur - ‘the
Emperor Arthur’.

What Dumville actually proposed in Sub-Roman Britain, though in his
misrepresentation of John Rhys position he didn't quite admit it, is that Dark Age
scholars should tear up all previous academic study right back to the time when Celtic
studies first became an academic discipline, and start again from scratch, this time
with Arthur ruled out of bounds at the outset. And his fellow historians agreed to go
along with this radical proposal, supposedly on the strength of the arguments put
forward in this article. | find this incredible, and would like to suggest an alternative
explanation. David Dumville’s article only pronounced the sentence of hereticisation
against John Morris; it did not provide the reason for it. The real cause of Morris’
denigration is that peculiarity of Dark Age scholarship so sharply revealed in the saga
of Arthurian Tintagel.

Arthur and Tintagel

In 1998, an inscribed slate came to light at Tintagel - the sole example of its kind so
far discovered, the only inscriptions from a secular site in Britain from this period. The
discoverer describes his own initial reaction as "uh-oh..." In the circumstances this is
not so surprising. Dark Age archaeologists had by then been fighting a losing battle
with Arthurian Tintagel for decades, and all the evidence they had uncovered to date
had sided with the opposition.

Arthurian Tintagel, in our era, begins with the publication of Tennyson's Idylls of the
King. Alfred Lord Tennyson was a hugely influential writer. A leading figure in the
Victorian Gothic revival, poet laureate from 1850, his compositions span nearly six
decades, and Arthurian legend was his principal inspiration. Tennyson took from
Geoffrey, via Malory, the idea of Arthur’s origin at Tintagel, and included it in his

29 David Dumville, Sub-Roman Britain: History and Legend, p187
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famous Arthurian epic. Thus the link between our legendary king and that wild and
windswept spot on the Cornish coast was re-established in popular consciousness.
Tennyson himself visited Tintagel, and other romantics followed in his wake. And so
Tintagel's Arthurian Tourist industry was born. The anti-Romantic backlash was not
slow in coming.

Before any excavation had taken place, the evidence against the Arthur/Tintagel
connection was precisely the same as the evidence in favour: Geoffrey of Monmouth's
History of the Kings of Britain. This was prior to any academic study of that text, when
Geoffrey still stood convicted as a fraudulent historian. Which is why Henry Jenner, the
first Grand Bard of Cornwall and the foremost Cornish scholar of his day, opened the
attack on Arthurian Tintagel in 1926 with the statement that: "historically and
romantically Tintagel Castle is rather a fraud".*

It was Jenner who originated the notion that Dark Age Tintagel was a Celtic
monastery, an idea was taken up enthusiastically by the first archaeologist to excavate
at Tintagel, C A Ralegh Radford, in 1933. His excavation was intended 'to test the
basis of the Arthurian traditions', that is, it was intended to disprove them, which it duly
did, at least in the view of Ralegh Radford and his fellow archaeologists.

The Dark Age Celtic monastery theory, by denying any secular, defensive use of the
site, divorced Tintagel from any possible historical warlord with whom the Arthur
legend might have originated. But this was its only virtue. None of the supposed
evidence, it is now admitted, actually lent itself to this interpretation. The rectangular
'monk's huts', quite unlike any other Celtic monastic habitations of the period, have
been redated to the Middle Ages. The earthwork separating Tintagel Island from the
mainland, which Ralegh Radford took for a ‘'vallum monasterii’, a ritual barrier
separating the monks from the profane outside world, was substantial enough to have
required a sizeable labour force for its construction, and was plainly intended for
defence. Even Ralegh Radford's interpretation of the medieval castle is now rejected.
He dated its foundation to the 1140s, making it contemporary with Geoffrey of
Monmouth and so providing that writer with a motive for bringing Tintagel into his
Arthurian story - and further reason for dismissing the possibility that Geoffrey drew on
an earlier tradition. But the medieval castle was built, not by Earl Reginald, bastard
son of Henry |, but by Earl Richard, second son of King John, almost a century later.

As excavation continued at Tintagel, so the evidence against the monastery theory
increased exponentially. From the first, the archaeologists were unearthing sherds of
Mediterranean amphorae - huge pottery jars from the 'late Roman' period, used for the
storage and transportation of wine and oil. In keeping with his theory, Ralegh Radford
held they had contained imported communion wine. But excavation kept unearthing
more of them, and in the end there were simply too many. Professor Charles Thomas,
who undertook the task of re-cataloguing the Tintagel pottery finds in the 1980s, found
that the imports to this one site were "not only dramatically greater than that from any
other single site dated to about AD 450-600, but also larger than the combined total of

all_such pottery from all known sites" (his italics). The ascetic Celtic monks,
% Charles Thomas, Tintagel: Arthur and Archaeology, p55
! Charles Thomas, Tintagel: Arthur and Archaeology, p71
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separated from mundane world behind their huge vallum monasterii, would appear to
have been conducting a vast import-export trade. There had to be a likelier
explanation.

It was not until the 1990s that the ‘high status secular settlement’ was finally
exposed by the spade, and the Celtic monastery theory was disproved beyond any
shadow of doubt. It was under threat long before this: indeed Professor Thomas
states that it was politely demolished by a Dr lan Burrow in 1973, at a conference
which Ralegh Radford attended, but which didn't move him to change his views. Yet it
still had its adherents as late as the mid-80s. So a theory for which there was never
any supporting evidence, which originated purely in a desire to contradict the Arthurian
legend, was upheld for the best part of a century and only finally abandoned when the
evidence against it proved completely overwhelming. And throughout it never ceased
to be respectable. Professor Thomas himself, while recording all the details of the
monastery theory and its deconstruction, carefully avoids even the mildest censure of
Ralegh Radford or his academic heirs.

In stark contrast to this generous treatment of a fellow academic is Charles
Thomas' stern reprimand to Arthurian Tintagel itself for deluding a gullible public:
"Arthurian Tintagel must share in a wider responsibility for a divergence between the
Past As Wished For, and the Past As It May Really Have Been. Nowhere is the gap
more pronounced than in respect of places, like Tintagel Island and the Castle, that
really exist, and here a finger points sternly at Tintagel."®

It was R G Collingwood who first coined the expression 'Past As Wished For'. His
argument was that in the study of history we must distinguish between these three
things: a Past In Itself, which is the object of the historian's study but, of its very nature,
unattainable; a Past As Known, which is a construct the historian builds from the
available evidence; and a Past As Wished For, "in which a convenient selection of the
evidence is fitted into a predetermined intellectual or emotional pattern."®

Raleigh Radford thought he saw a Celtic monastery at Tintagel. He had acquired
that notion from Henry Jenner, who suggested it before any excavation had occurred.
The evidence unearthed was made to fit that pattern in Ralegh Radford's description
of the site. But the evidence does not fit that pattern. The Celtic monastery was never
there.

We now know what was there - a Dark Age Palace.

This was an important site; the vast amount of imported pottery testifies to the
owner's wealth. It was also a royal site; carved into the rock at a high point on the
Island is a depression known as King Arthur's Footprint. Similar footprints are known
from other parts of the Celtic world, and the written record testifies to their use in the
ceremonial inauguration of Celtic kings - the ritual continued in Ireland well into the
Middle Ages. A memory of Tintagel's royal connections continued into the Middle Ages,
in Charles Thomas’ view. He points out that the medieval castle served no strategic
purpose, and there is written evidence that Richard, Earl of Cornwall from 1227, went

to considerable lengths to acquire the site. Why should he have done so? Professor
% Charles Thomas, Tintagel: Arthur and Archaeology, p127
% Stuart Piggott, The Druids, p3
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Thomas suggests that medieval Cornish tradition preserved a memory of Tintagel as
the ancient seat of the country's rulers, and that this, rather than any practical or
military considerations, determined the new earl's choice of location for his
prestigious new dwelling.

Now if Tintagel's royal associations were remembered locally into the thirteenth
century, they must have been remembered in the twelfth century, when Geoffrey of
Monmouth wrote The History of the Kings of Britain. Geoffrey’s writing shows a strong
bias towards Cornwall and his description of Tintagel's topography has convinced
many that he must have been there. Then he could have come into contact with local
traditions about its royal past. And medieval Welsh tradition quite independent of
Geoffrey placed Arthur's capital, not at Camelot, but at 'Kelliwic in Cornwall'. All the
literary evidence, and all the evidence unearthed by archaeology right up to the
discovery of the Arthur Stone, lined up on the side of Arthurian Tintagel. Yet it was
Arthurian Tintagel, and not the Dark Age Monastery, which stood condemned as a
Past As Wished For,

And then the slate emerged bearing that name. Now whether the historical Arthnou
has any connection with the legendary King Arthur, beyond linguistic similarity, is a
separate question. The fact is the name was associated with the site back in the sixth
century, not just in the twelfth. With that discovery, the only logical conclusion to be
drawn from the available data was that Arthurian Tintagel was not a twelfth-century
invention. Geoffrey of Monmouth drew on an earlier, local tradition which associated
the name and the site. And that earlier tradition preserved a fragment of genuine sixth-
century history.

But the Dark Age historians and archaeologists who unearthed the stone and
discussed it with the press did not arrive at the only logical conclusion. They came up
with something else entirely. The Arthurian connection which we layfolk quite naturally
wish to see at Tintagel is, they regret to inform us, impossible. It is impossible
because it was made by Geoffrey of Monmouth in the twelfth century. No amount of
evidence in favour of Arthurian Tintagel could ever outweigh this absolutely decisive
evidence against: Geoffrey said it so it must be false.

This process of illogic is not restricted to Tintagel but occurs wherever the Dark Age
evidence appears to lend support to Geoffrey’s history. Ten days after the
announcement of the Arthur stone The Guardian carried a report on an amateur
historian's claim to have found a fortified Dark Age site near Bath. He had indeed
found something: Geoffrey Wainwright, while not at the time prepared to concede it
was a Dark Age construction, did say: "There is certainly enough there to justify further
investigation, and | have asked my local officers to do just that" Yet when Neil
McDougall first tried to interest professional archaeologists in his discovery they
dismissed him with contempt. In the words of Roy Canham, the Wiltshire county
archaeologist who "visited the site with misgivings" but immediately recognised its
worth: "Various people have told Mr McDougall to take a tablet and lie down". Why?

The article's headline says it all: 'Amateur finds evidence of Arthur's most famous
victory'. The victory referred to is Badon. Badon, we know, really happened - it is
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mentioned in the only British text to survive from the period, Gildas' The Ruin of Britain.
Gildas doesn't name the victor, nor do we learn from him where the battle took place,
though most historians seem to accept a westcountry location. But Gildas does
describe it as a siege, which implies a fortified stronghold. According to Geoffrey, that
siege took place in the neighbourhood of Bath. And that explains why, when Mr
McDougall first brought professional archaeologists to view a fortified hill-fort in the
neighbourhood of Bath, they could see nothing but nineteenth-century quarry waste.

If the evidence tends to support Geoffrey’s story, the evidence isn’t there. If the
evidence can’t be ignored, then the logical inferences to be drawn from that evidence
must be expressly denied. What Dark Age academics must avoid at all costs is any
appearance of having endorsed the historicity of The History of the Kings of Britain.
That, in essence, was John Morris’ heresy.

The Question of Arthur

John Morris probably knew what he was up against. In The Age of Arthur, in a section
on humorous literature, he states that “It ought not to be necessary to warn that no
word or line of Geoffrey can legitimately be considered in the study of any historical
problem”.* It was useless to protest.

The Arthur to emerge from Morris’ analysis was not the Dark Age warrior who had
no impact on later history. His influence, Morris argued, was profound: his victory and
subsequent defeat determined the political shape of Britain down to the present time.
The nations of Britain originate in the era which should bear his name. He was the
most important ruler of his age, remembered by later generations not only for his
military success but also for the justice of his rule. It is “the rigid complacency of
historical determinism”, in Morris’ view, which makes Arthur's struggle appear
doomed and futile. It cannot have appeared so at the time, and indeed had things
worked out only slightly differently “the Roman aristocracy of Britain ... might have won
the war before their society was destroyed, and permanently upheld in Britain a
western state as Roman as the empire of the east, ruled from a London as imperial
as Constantinople.” Later British tradition called Arthur an Emperor, and that, in
Morris’ view, is what he was: Emperor of Britain, his dominion extending beyond the
island to the British colonies in Gaul.

But the Arthur that Geoffrey introduced to European history was also an emperor, a
Golden Age ruler whose dominion extended beyond Britain, covering all north western
Europe down to the Alps. He was the equal, and the enemy, of the Emperor of Rome.
The correspondence is not exact. Morris’ Arthur is no enemy of Rome: “Arthur’'s
government had only one possible and practicable aim, to restore and revive the
Roman Empire in Britain.”® But it was altogether too close. David Dumville’s
denunciation points up the parallel: Morris’ historiography “has given us what is in all
essentials a medieval view of the period.”™
® John Morris, The Age of Arthur, p428
% John Morris, The Age of Arthur, p507

% John Morris, The Age of Arthur, p117
% David Dumville, Sub-Roman Britain: History and Legend, p192
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Morris had sought to have the prejudicial term ‘Dark Ages’ discarded, and this era
named like any other, after its most important ruler. In response to his efforts his
fellow academics have resolved to exclude Arthur from their enquiries - he has already
wasted too much of the historian’s time - and to retain a terminology designed to
denigrate the pre- and post-Roman inhabitants of Britain. This era is not dark for lack
of study but dark by its very nature, David Dumville assures us. All the materials John
Morris thought could be used to shed light on the formative period of our history are, in
fact, useless for the purpose. Historians of fifth- and sixth-century Britain have only one
text to turn to, Gildas’ The Ruin of Britain.

In truth the anti-Arthur view of British history does derive from just one text, from
Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History of the Kings of Britain. Arthur ‘enters the historical
domain in the twelfth century’ only if he was invented by that fraudulent historian. The
new consensus is simply a return to the pre-Rhys view of Arthur’s historicity, the view
which preceded any academic study of the subject.

We must start again from scratch, David Dumville advises. All the sources which
might contribute to this historiographical process must be subjected to the ‘closest
critical scrutiny’. But we must not approach the data with an open mind, “we must have
ready the right questions to ask of it”.* And what are the ‘right’ questions? Dumville
helpfully provides a list.® The question of Arthur is not included. His existence is no
subject for respectable academic enquiry.

But these restrictions apply only to professional historians and archaeologists with
reputations to consider and careers to advance. The rest of us are still free to ask the
questions of most interest to us. First among them must surely be the question of
Arthur’s historical existence. Was there a man behind the myth, and what role did he
play in our history?

% David Dumville, Sub-Roman Britain: History and Legend, p192
% David Dumville, Sub-Roman Britain: History and Legend, p174
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Chapter 2

Britain’s Emperor

The notion that Arthur was some sort of emperor has its origins firmly in
the Middle Ages. In the 20th- and 21st-centuries, however, the notion
that the historical Arthur was genuinely an emperor, ruling over all
Britain, has not — to say the least — achieved widespread assent
amongst academics.

Thomas Green, 2004®

Dark Century

There is a problem with the historical Arthur. History has to be written from the written
record, ideally from the contemporary written record, and for Arthur's period there
simply isn’t one. At the time Geoffrey wrote, as other writers testify, the entire British
people, the Welsh, the Cornish and the Bretons, treasured the memory of Arthur, their
victorious leader against the Saxons who had usurped their land. And Geoffrey was
not the first historian to write of Arthur’s victories. But the first, the Historia Brittonum,
takes us back only to the ninth century, three hundred years after Arthur's time. For
Arthur’'s own period, the period when the British did hold back the Saxon tide and
restore the country to native rule, only one text remains.

“The years of Arthur’s lifetime are the worst recorded in the history of Britain”, John
Morris tells us. “No text at all that could have named Arthur survives, except Gildas ...
but the traces of lost texts are many.” It is from these traces, fragments copied into
later documents, that the history of Arthur’s time, he argued, must be pieced together.
Though they testify to his vital role in our history they can tell us nothing about the man
himself: “He remains a mighty shadow, a figure looming large behind every record of
his time, yet never clearly seen.”

The post-Morris consensus discerns no mighty shadow against the pitch black of
the British Dark Ages. David Dumville’s analysis has left us with only that one text from
which to write the history of one hundred and fifty years. The Ruin of Britain must be
our prime text, not just for the period of Gildas’ lifetime, but for the entire fifth century.
'An obscure century' Dumville terms it, 'politically dark' - and indeed it would be if the
only informant we had was Gildas.

Gildas is not a historian. What he wrote was a sermon, as historians frequently
state in his defence. His historical introduction was not designed to inform later
generations, but to back his case - that case being that the wickedness of
contemporary British rulers, both lay and ecclesiastical, must inevitably arouse God's
wrath and lead to military defeat. Incidents from British history are selected to illustrate
*° The Monstrous Regiment of Arthurs, Appendix 1 of The History and Historicisation of Arthur

“" John Morris, The Age of Arthur, pp 87 &116
*2 John Morris, The Age of Arthur, p116
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this theme: It is not a complete account of all that happened, or of all that he knows.
Gildas is not given to naming names. From the time of the Roman conquest to the
victory of Badon he names only eight individuals; three martyrs, three emperors, a
continental general, Aétius, and a British leader, Ambrosius Aurelianus. The last two
are from the fifth century: Aétius is the recipient of a letter from Britain, which Gildas
quotes, Ambrosius the man he credits with initiating the British resistance which
culminated at Badon. So our prime source for the fifth century actually names only two
individuals for that entire period. He gives us no dates at all: We have to deduce them.
For the whole of his account of independent Britain, with the assistance of other
sources, we can deduce just three - and two of these turn out to be completely wrong.

The only reliable date is Badon, and even here we can't deduce an exact date from
Gildas’ text. He tells us he wrote in the forty fourth year after that victory, which was the
year of his birth and so, he says, he can be sure of it: But when was he writing?
Roman and Irish sources tell of a devastating plague which hit the Roman Empire in
541 and reached the British Isles a few years later, and as this is the sort of thing
Gildas would likely have included among the punishments inflicted by God on the
sinful British, it is generally accepted that his sermon predates it. So Badon would
have been fought in the last years of the fifth century. The period of independent Britain
begins, for Gildas, with the usurpation of Magnus Maximus, which he interprets as a
rebellion against Roman rule. Magnus Maximus was proclaimed emperor in 382 AD.
The third date comes right in the middle of these. The British, Gildas tells us, despite
having wickedly rebelled against the Romans, turned to their old overlords for aid
when the barbarian Picts and Scots attacked, three times begging by letter for
assistance. The last of these letters, the one that Rome didn’t respond to, was
addressed to 'Aétius, thrice consul'. Aétius was the Roman general in command of the
armies of Gaul, who was made consul for the third time in 446, and died in 454 AD.
So, going by Gildas' narrative, the time period between the end of Roman Britain and
the victory of Badon is just over a hundred years, with the letter to Aétius neatly in the
middle.

But Gildas' narrative does not divide so neatly. It can't be made to fit the dates he
gives. Almost all that Gildas has to say of post-Roman Britain has to be fitted in after
the Aétius letter - including a renewed barbarian raid which reduced the country to
destitution, then a God-given victory over the raiders followed by a corrupting period of
peace and prosperity in which evil kings were anointed, slain and replaced by others
still more vicious, and during which a rumour of renewed barbarian threat caused the
British ruler and his council to recruit Saxon mercenaries, then a 'long time' in which
the Saxons increased in numbers until they were strong enough to rebel against their
British paymasters, and so to the rebellion and its aftermath, the whole island
devastated, all its cities overthrown, the population enslaved, in hiding or fled abroad,
and then to the eventual British resistance under Ambrosius Aurelianus, which was
obviously of some duration, as Gildas tells us the battle went first to one side then the
other until the Badon gave the final victory to the British. For the first half of the period
Gildas has nothing to relate except that the ex-province was raided by Picts from the
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north and Scots, i.e. Irish, from the west, from which Roman relief expeditions twice
rescued the cowardly, faithless Britons and then declared that they would return no
more. If we really did have to rely on Gildas for the outline history of the fifth century we
would have little idea of the real cause of the end of Roman Britain. Fortunately we
don't.

Maximus

According to Gildas, Roman Britain came to an end with usurpation of Maximus, who
was raised to the imperial power by the rebellious soldiery of Britain as a
consequence of the Arian heresy. This "caused the fatal separation of brothers who
had lived as one", so that Britain, still Roman in name, was no longer so by law and
custom. The island "cast forth a sprig of its own bitter planting",” and sent Maximus to
Gaul, where he seduced the neighbouring provinces away from Rome's empire and
set up the throne of his wicked kingdom at Trier. One of the two legitimate emperors
he destroyed, the other he drove from Rome, but he was finally defeated and
beheaded at Aquileia. This was the beginning of Britain's problems. The entire British
military had followed the tyrant abroad, never to return, and as a consequence the
island was left defenceless and a prey to barbarian raids.

He's wrong on three counts. The barbarian raids on Britain did not begin with
Maximus, Roman Britain did not end with him, and Maximus was no Arian.

It was barbarian raids which first brought the Spaniard Magnus Maximus to Britain,
under the command of Count Theodosius, in 367 AD. The historian Ammianus, a
contemporary writer, recounts Theodosius’ suppression of a “barbarica conspiratio”
involving Picts, Scots Franks, Saxons and Attacotti* Maximus’ own successes
against the barbarian enemies of Britain are elsewhere recorded,” and it was in
Britain that he was made Emperor. He always claimed he was raised to power
against his will, and some are inclined to credit this, including the orthodox Christian
historian Orosius, ally of Augustine of Hippo. Maximus himself was not only orthodox,
he was ostentatiously pious and a patron of St. Martin. It was Valentinian I, the
legitimate emperor who, Gildas tells us, the tyrant Maximus wickedly drove from
Rome, who was actually an Arian (or more correctly his mother was - Valentinian was
just a child at the time). The Emperor whom Maximus drove from his very holy life, in
Gildas' tale, was Valentinian's elder half-brother Gratian, though Maximus always
disclaimed responsibility for the assassination. Maximus certainly intend to overthrow
Gratian, but he did not intend to overthrow the Rome Empire.

Gildas perspective is shared by 'Nennius'; Maximus went forth from Britain with all
the British troops, killed the king of the Romans and held empire over all Europe. This
is an anachronistic interpretation of events. The later empire was not ruled as one
unified whole. The reforms of Diocletian, emperor from 285 to 305, decentralised the
imperial administration to enable a more rapid response to local emergencies. The
empire was divided into four prefectures, ruled by two Augusti, emperors of the east

*® Gildas, The Ruin of Britain, 12.3, 13.1
** There appears to be no consensus as to who the Attacotti were.
**in the Gallic Chronicle of 452.
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The Continental Sources for British Fifth-Century History
Century

Ammianus Marcellinus Historian and soldier late 4th

Greek nobleman and soldier, born around 330, served under Constantius Il and
Julian the Apostate.

Wrote Res Gestae in retirement in Rome in the last decades of the fourth century.
| The surviving books of this work cover the period from 353 to 378.

Claudian Court poet late 4th, early 5th

Greek speaking Alexandrian, resident in Rome between 395 and 404.

Wrote poetry in praise of his patrons, especially Stilicho.

Orosius Christian historian & theologian 5th, 1st quarter

Spanish priest, friend and disciple of Augustine of Hippo, involved in the
Priscillianist and Pelagian controversies.

His History Against the Pagans, written between 415 and 417, aimed to counter
the pagan accusation that Rome’s misfortunes were a consequence of her
deserting the old gods

Olympiodorus of Thebes Pagan historian and diplomat 5th, 2nd quarter

Egyptian born, active in imperial politics in the early fifth century, was sent on a
diplomatic mission to the Huns in 412 by Honorius and attended the court of
Theodosius II.

His Books of History, written before 430 and covering the period from 407 to 425,
survives only in fragments and citations by other writers.

Prosper of Aquitaine Christian writer and polemicist mid 5th

Layman from Marseilles, engaged in controversy against the Pelagians,
attached to Pope Leo in some secretarial capacity.

His Chronicle, a continuation of Jerome’s (itself a continuation of Eusebius’)
was published in three editions, in 433, 445 & 455.

Sozomen Church historian mid 5th

A native of Palestine, practised as a lawyer in Constantinople in the first half of the
fifth century

His Ecclesiastical History, dedicated to Theodosius Il, was intended as a
continuation from Eusebius’, covering the years from 323 and 439, but the
surviving work ends at 425. Heavily reliant on other authors, including
Olympiodorus.
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The Continental Sources for British Fifth-Century History
Century

The Gallic Chronicler of 452 Semi-Pelagian from Marseilles mid 5th

Two Gallic chronicles, named for their last entries (452 and 511) survive but all
reference to their authors has been lost.

The Gallic Chronicle of 452 was another continuation of Jerome’s Chronicle.
Content indicates the writer was a devout Christian from Marseilles with semi-
Pelagian sympathies.

Constantius of Lyon Biographer of St. Germanus late 5th

Gallic nobleman, orator, poet and priest, friend of Sidonius Apollinaris

Wrote his Life of St. Germanus from about 480 to 494, when old and infirm.
Believed to have drawn on the eye-witness testimony of Lupus of Troyes,
Germanus’ companion.

Zosimus Pagan historian and courtier late 5th, early 6th

Byzantine courtier in the reign of Anastasius.

Wrote his New History between 498 and 518, in six books starting with Emperor
Augustus. Apparently unfinished, the work ends in 410. The later sections are
believed to derive from Olympiodorus.

Procopius of Caesarea Byzantine historian and courtier mid 6th

Secretary and legal adviser to count Belisarius, one of Emperor Justinian’s
generals. Also civil servant and propagandist at Justinian’s court, and secret
enemy of that emperor.

| His History of the Wars was written in Greek before 554.

Jordanes Historian of Gothic ancestry mid 6th

Believed to have been bishop of Crotona and companion to Pope Vigilius during
his imprisonment in Constantinople by Emperor Justinian.

His Origin and Deeds of the Goths was written in 551, purportedly an
abridgement, from memory, of Cassiodorus’ Gothic History, now lost.

Gregory of Tours Gallo-Roman bishop late 6th

Born around 540, a nobleman boasting ancestors of senatorial rank on both
sides of his family. Bishop of Tours from 573 until his death in 594.

His Ten Books of History cover the history of the world from the creation to the
year 591, but concentrate mainly on the Merovingian rulers of France and their
bishops, and are better known as The History of the Franks.
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and west, each with his 'heir apparent’, titted Caesar. Diocletian's co-emperor, the
western Augustus, was Maximian, whose Caesar, Constantius Chlorus (father of
Constantine the Great), ruled over the Gallic prefecture comprising Gaul, Britain and
Aquitaine, and established his capital at Trier. A north-western emperor, ruling from
Trier, was no innovation in Maximus' day. The western provinces, deserting Gratian for
Maximus, were not leaving the empire in their own eyes, they were replacing an
ineffective prince with an able general. The Eastern Emperor Theodosius initially
accepted Maximus as his co-emperor. Gildas himself mentions imperial insignia
“which he was never fit to bear”.*

It was quite logical for Maximus to anticipate the support of the eastern emperor.
Emperor Theodosius was the son of his old commander, Count Theodosius, who
had been executed by Gratian's father, Valentinian |. But it was Gratian who had made
Theodosius emperor, and the child Valentinian 1l was already effectively under
Theodosius’ control. So when Maximus extended his power to ltaly, and Valentinian
and his family fled to Theodosius for protection, the eastern Emperor took the
opportunity to extend his own power. He married Valentinian’s sister Galla and
marched west to restore his brother-in-law and to destroy his father’'s old comrade.
This was not necessarily a good thing for the Empire, and it was certainly not a good
thing for the west.

It was Maximus' rebellion which exposed Britain to barbarian raids, Gildas tells us.
When the tyrant crossed into Gaul he took with him the entire military force of the
island, which never returned home. 'Nennius' concurs: Maximus' soldiers settled in
Brittany. This is quite probable. Contemporary sources tell us Theodosius dealt
leniently with Maximus' followers, but he could hardly have risked returning them to
Britain, that hotbed of revolt.

But that doesn't mean Britain was left undefended. There were enough troops
remaining for Stilicho, Emperor Honorius’ chief general, to withdraw a legion for the
defence of Italy in 403, and enough left after that to back Constantine lll, the last British
usurper, in 407.

The End of Roman Britain

Maximus was not the first, nor the last, of the British usurpers. Roman Britain actually
came to an end in the reign of Constantine Ill, whom Gildas never mentions. He was
not forgotten in Dark Age tradition. 'Nennius' represents him as the last Roman
Emperor in Britain. Bede, following Orosius, tells us he was a common soldier of no
merit made emperor solely on account of his auspicious name* - the name of the first
Christian Emperor, who was also raised to the purple in Britain, though Constantine
the Great is never counted among the British usurpers since nothing succeeds like
success. In Geoffrey of Monmouth’s history Constantine lll appears as the brother of
the king of Brittany, who on the invitation of the archbishop of London accepts the
crown of Britain and rescues the country from pagan invaders. King Arthur is his

grandson. This is nonsense, of course, but it would surely have struck Geoffrey's
*¢ Gildas, The Ruin of Britain, 13.1
*” Procopius, in contrast, describes him as “a man of no mean station”, in History of the Wars, 111.2.31
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medieval readers as far more likely than Bede's improbable tale.

There is no Emperor Constantine in Gildas' account; Maximus is the only British
usurper he mentions. But we can never confidently put Gildas' silence down to
ignorance. Indeed, David Dumville states specifically that, since Gildas had read
Orosius, he must have known more than he says: "But Dr. Miller has recently show us
that the reason why Gildas ignored Constantine Il after his account of Maximus was
that the structure of his narrative would render mention of Constantine irrelevant to his
account ..."® Then logically we may suppose that Gildas knew rather more of the real
causes of the British usurpers than he says, but it didn't suit the structure of his
narrative, or the purpose of his sermon, to include this information. He blames
congenital wickedness exacerbated by heresy for his countrymen's treasonous
actions against the God-given authority of Rome. But the true causes, we know, were
military.

Britain's repeated raising of usurpers was not originally a rebellion against Rome,
though it was an expression of the extreme dissatisfaction, over a long period, that the
ruling elite of the west felt towards central government. As the Empire's centre of
gravity shifted to the east the interests of peripheral regions were increasingly
neglected in favour of its Mediterranean heartlands. The solution favoured by a
sizeable section of the ruling elite, not only of Britain but of the wider western Empire,
was precisely that devised by the capable Diocletian; devolution of power from the
centre. The Gallic prefecture needed its own ruler, who could respond effectively to
local problems. The policy is condemned by its failure. Historians are generally of the
opinion that these local Emperors contributed to the fatal weakening of the western
Empire, and so to its ultimate disintegration. In particular they are blamed for the loss
of Britain to the Empire, which is usually regarded as an unmitigated tragedy. But had
they succeeded in establishing themselves as north-western Emperors, had the
legitimate emperors in ltaly and Constantinople accepted them as co-rulers, the
history of Europe might have been very different. One ancient source states that
Constantine lll, the last ruler of the Gallic prefecture, secured the Rhine frontier better
than any ruler since the Emperor Julian.®

In conventional interpretation the Roman Empire, overwhelmed by German
barbarian invasions, collapsed in the fifth century. A a particularly bad year was 406,
when hordes of Vandals, Alans and Suevi crossed the Rhine and devastated Gaul. In
410 Rome itself was taken by the Goths under their King Alaric. Britain was lost to the
Empire around the same time, so the end of Roman Britain appears a footnote in the
larger tragedy of the Fall of Rome. But Rome did not fall in 410 AD.

It was the city, and not the empire of Rome, which fell to Alaric. To some at the time
it was a profound psychological blow: St. Jerome in Bethlehem lamented: "in the one
city the whole world dies ... who would have believed that Rome would crumble, at
once the mother and the tomb of her children?"® But this is purple prose, not a literal
description. Orosius was quick to point out that Alaric only occupied Rome for three

¢ David Dumville, Sub-Roman Britain: History and Legend, p180
4 Zosimus, New History, Book 6. Julian the Apostate, the last pagan emperor, ruled from 361 to 363.
0 Commentary on Ezekiel, prologue, and preface to book 3 - see John Morris, The Age of Arthur, p23
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days, whereas in 390 BC Brennus and his Gauls had occupied it for six months. And
at that point it was not the capital of the Empire, or indeed of any part of it
Constantinople was then the principal Imperial city. The Western Roman Emperor,
Honorius, safe in his new capital of Ravenna, not only survived the sack of Rome but
retained enough strength to destroy Constantine Il - though not enough to retake his
territories.

Constantine Il came to power in consequence of Honorius’ failure to counter
barbarian incursions into the Gallic prefecture. In order to defend lItaly, Stilicho,
Honorius' Master of Soldiers, had withdrawn troops from Britain and from the Rhine
frontier, hence the incursions of 406. The German tribes fanning out over Gaul in 407
looked to be making for the channel ports. Threatened, Britain resorted to the time-
honoured strategy of elevating a usurper. “The soldiers in Britain were the first to rise
up in sedition, and they proclaimed Mark as tyrant. Afterwards, however, they slew
Mark, and proclaimed Gratian. Within four months subsequently they killed Gratian,
and elected Constantine in his place, imagining that, on account of his name, he
would be able to reduce the empire firmly under his authority.”™ Constantine initially
lived up to expectations: He succeeded in checking the barbarians in Gaul and even
offered to assist Honorius against Alaric. Like Maximus, he was acknowledged co-
Emperor by the lItalian ruler, but only briefly. The last British usurper was defeated and
executed in 411 AD. But by that time Britain was outside the Empire.

The end of Roman Britain is generally dated to 409. This is thought to be the year
when, according to Zosimus’ history, Honorius wrote to the civitates, the cities, of
Britain, telling them to look to their own defence.® The letter is clearly a response to an
official British appeal for assistance. Honorius was not relinquishing the Empire's
claim over Britain, he was simply saying the central government could give them no
help at that juncture, and legitimising any steps Britain’s civil authorities took for their
own defence.

But British officials writing to Honorius were thereby renouncing Constantine, and
that implies removing Constantine's officials. John Morris finds evidence for precisely
such a move: a letter from a British bishop, Fastidius, addressed around 410 to a
young widow, makes reference to recent political events. Her husband had been
judicially murdered, but those who condemned him then met the same fate: "in
changing times we expect the deaths of magistrates who have lived criminally ... those
who have freely shed the blood of others are now forced to shed their own ... Some lie
unburied, food for the beasts and birds of the air. Others have been individually torn
limb from limb."® The magistrates who overthrew Constantine’s government were
themselves overthrown. This is the point where Britain left the Empire - it was not the
decision of Honorius' government, but of the Britons themselves.

We have the story from Zosimus:

The barbarians from beyond the Rhine, ravaging everything at will, drove both
*' Sozomen, Historia Ecclesiastica, Book 1X.11, see www.vortigernstudies.org.uk/artsou/sozom.htm

°2 Zosimus, New History, Book 6, see John Morris, Arthurian Period Sources, Vol. 5, p78-82
*® John Morris, The Age of Arthur, p45
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the inhabitants of the British Isle and some of the peoples of Gaul to secede
from the Empire of the Romans and to live in independence, no longer
obeying the Roman Laws. The people of Britain, therefore, took up arms and
braved every peril, freeing their cities from the attacking barbarians. And the
whole of Armorica, and other provinces of Gaul, imitating the Britons, liberated
themselves in like manner, expelling the Roman officials and setting up a civil
policy according to their own inclination.”

Zosimus' account could hardly contrast more sharply with Gildas'.

Independent Britain

Rome had failed to defend Britain from barbarian attacks. So the Britons took matters
into their own hands and successfully organised their own defence. That's not how
Gildas tells it. In Gildas' story the British had wickedly revolted from the Empire under
Maximus, but then, deprived by their own folly of the troops necessary to defend
themselves, they were subject to terrible raids from the Picts and Scots. So they sent
envoys to Rome begging for rescue, "like frightened chicks huddled under the wings
of their faithful parents"® and promising undying loyalty in return. And Rome did rescue
them, twice, dispatching a force which effortlessly drove out the barbarian foe, before
returning home again - for no Roman troops are ever actually stationed in Britain in
Gildas' version of history.

Before departing after the first rescue the Romans instructed the Britons to build a
fortification across the Island to keep out the northern raiders. This they did, but since
it was turf and not stone - being the work of “a leaderless and irrational mob” - it did no
good. So after the second rescue the Romans themselves oversaw the construction
of a wall employing the usual method of construction, i.e. stone, financed by private
and public funds and built by forced labour - Gildas states that specifically, as if it were
a recommendation - and in addition built towers overlooking the sea along the south
cost. But after this second victory the Romans informed the Britons they would not be
coming to their aid a third time. Not that they were unable to assist; rather "they could
not go on being bothered with such troublesome expeditions: the Roman standards,
that great and splendid army, could not be worn out by land and sea for the sake of
wandering thieves..." and so "they said goodbye, meaning never to return",* and sailed
away. So when the Britons pleaded for assistance a third time - the letter to Aétius -
they had no reason to expect any, and they got none. In consequence they suffered
another bout of dreadful devastation at the hands of their barbarian foes.

Gildas does indeed seem to have sources. His story is composed, like Geoffrey's,
from a mosaic of historical fragments rearranged to form a specific pattern. There
were two rescues of Britain lauded by Roman writers: not to say there were only two,
but two, under Count Theodosius and Stilicho, were particularly celebrated. There
were walls built across the island to defend the Roman province from the barbarians

* Zosimus, New History, Book 6 - trans. Jack Lindsay, Arthur and his Times, p108
* Gildas, The Ruin of Britain, 17.1
*¢ Gildas, The Ruin of Britain, 15.3, 18.1, 18.3
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outside the Empire, but they were built during the Roman occupation in the second
century, not the fifth. There was a British usurper on the Continent at the time of
Britain's exit from the Empire, but that was Constantine Ill, not Maximus. It is even true
that there was a heresy at the back of it, dividing Christian brothers 'who had lived as
one' - not Arianism but the home-grown Pelagian heresy. As for the cowardly Britons
too gutless to defend themselves, this is a simple inversion of the truth. What was
remarkable about post-Roman Britain was that she did defend herself against the
barbarians, and successfully

Gildas does admit a British victory, but he puts it after the letter to Aétius. First the
Britons 'feebly wandered', suffering years of oppression and slaughter at the hands of
barbarians as well as plagues and famines, before God finally gave them a victory
which no human effort could grant them. Of course, Gildas is writing a sermon which
his historical introduction is meant to illustrate, so the wicked British rebellion would
have to be followed by divine punishment, not by immediate victory. However, some
historians do credit Gildas' tale. J N L Myres, for example, seems prepared to credit
the collapse of Britain's economy to subsistence level on the grounds that Gildas tells
us the British were forced to rely on what could be got by hunting, there being no food
remaining in the province. But then, these historians tend to take the same view as
Gildas on the relative virtues of Roman and British rule, regarding the Roman Empire
as the sole guarantor of peace and prosperity, if not precisely God's chosen world
ruler.

This is not the only possible verdict on Roman rule, and we can deduce it was not
the view of most Britons at the time. Some got their objections into the written record. A
letter has survived from a Pelagian writer known as the Sicilian Briton, which
comments cheerfully after Alaric's sack of Rome: "you tell me that everyone is saying
that the world is coming to an end. So what? It happened before. Remember Noah's
time ... but after the Flood, men were holier." - which makes an interesting contrast to
St Jerome's lament.

Britain seceded from the Rome Empire when a sizeable section of her elite lost all
patience with the Roman government. Objections were not only practical, they were
also ideological. Britain was, according to Roman accounts, the birthplace of the
Pelagian heresy whose theology was deeply sympathetic to the plight of the poor.

And the plight of the poor, under Roman rule, was indeed desperate. The
peasantry, that is the bulk of the conquered populations who were never invited to
partake of Roman citizenship, were taxed into absolute destitution. Every time an
opportunity arose, naturally they revolted - indeed so frequent were these revolts they
were given a special name, Bacauda. The Roman authorities denounced their
participants, the bacaudae, as bandits. But even the most ardent Roman partisans
among historians are prepared to admit the peasants had a case. E A Thompson, for
example, who insists the intellectual life of Britain ceased completely in the absence
of Rome, tells us "What brought the Bacaudae into existence is no mystery: the main
cause of the disaffection of the rural poor was the severity of the taxes and the corrupt

*” see John Morris, The Age of Arthur, p23, Arthurian Period Sources, vol. 3, p133
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methods of the tax collectors and also the skill of the rich landowners in obliging the
rural poor to pay the landowner's taxes as well as their own."® And in the case of
Britain: "The revolt and the secession were an escape from the crushing, stifling
burden of taxation."®

Britain's rejection of Roman rule was, in Thompson's view, simply another bacauda
revolt. Bishop Fastidius tells us some of the overthrown ruling elite fell victim to lynch
mobs: "magistrates who have lived criminally ... have been individually torn limb from
limb." Gildas' story of kings being anointed and then killed without any form of trial, so
others more wicked could rule in their place, may refer to the same event. But Gildas
gives us no clue as to what is really going on. 'Nennius' is much plainer: "Hitherto the
Romans had ruled the British for 409 years. But the British overthrew the rule of the
Romans, and paid them no taxes, and did not accept their kings to reign over them,
and the Romans did not dare to come to Britain to rule anymore, for the British had
killed their generals." And again: "But the British killed the Roman generals because
of the weight of the empire" (my italics).®

If we were reliant on Gildas alone we would have no idea why or how Roman rule
ended in Britain. 'Nennius', in contrast, presents us with a fragment of genuine history,
preserved like a fly in amber, from the perspective of a class whose testimony seldom
makes it into the written record. British tradition remembered the true character of
Britain's exit from the Empire - and in contrast to most historians today, remembered it
as a Good Thing.

The Roman Withdrawal

Despite its obvious errors, Gildas' sermon has had a powerful influence on historians'
view of the end of Roman Britain. Everyone knows, of course, that the great and
splendid army did not sail away because Rome couldn't be bothered with Britain any
more. But the idea of the 'withdrawal of the legions' is still with us. The conventional
interpretation is that as the weakened empire came under increasing barbarian
pressure, the more peripheral areas ceased to be a priority. Troops were needed to
defend the centre, Rome had to retrench, and the distant province of Britain was
abandoned. In fact, this never happened.

Certainly Rome withdrew troops to defend the central territories of the Empire,
leaving Britain and the rest of the Gallic prefecture exposed to attack. But that does not
imply a renunciation of authority. Britain may have been a distant province but she was
also a wealthy one. The fact that Rome couldn’t adequately defend her would hardly
have struck Imperial officials as a good reason to renounce her tax revenue. And we
have evidence, in flat contradiction to Gildas, that they did not.

We have the evidence of a sixth-century historian, Procopius, writing from
Constantinople about events of Honorius' time: "Constantine, defeated in battle by
Honorius, died with his sons. However the Romans never succeeded in recovering

*® E A Thompson, Saint Germanus of Auxerre and the End of Roman Britain, p34
* E A Thompson, Saint Germanus of Auxerre and the End of Roman Britain, p35
® Nennius, British History, 28. 30
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Britain, but it remained from that time on under tyrants." The term tyrant, in this period,
meant usurper, a ruler not appointed or approved by the legitimate authorities.
Procopius, in so designating the rulers of Britain, tells us Rome had not relinquished
her authority over the province in the aftermath of Constantine’s usurpation, nor indeed
in his own day.

Closer in time is the Notitia Dignitatum, or List of Offices, an official document
detailing all the senior civilian departments and army units throughout the Roman
Empire. It was kept until the 420s, and Britain at that date was still included in the list.
Collingwood suggests why: "Any government which had lost a frontier district, and had
the smallest expectation of reclaiming it, would keep a record of its organisation as a
matter of course."®

Recovery was a real possibility. The western Empire did not fall to Alaric in 410 AD.
The Goths were never the massive threat that later legend has made them out to be,
indeed the reaction of the Roman authorities demonstrates that, in their view, Gallic
usurpers and bacaudae rebels were far more to be feared. And they were right. By 418
AD Alaric's Goths, now under Wallia, had entered the service of the Roman state as
foederati - barbarian tribes settled within the Empire as allies, fighting for Rome but
under their own native commanders. They were stationed in Aquitania. The only threat
they could have been intended to counter there was another bacauda uprising.
Aquitania bordered on Armorica, modern day Brittany, a bacaudae stronghold.

When Britain threw off the Roman yoke, Zosimus tells us, Gaul followed. The
Roman Empire had lost control of much of the Gallic prefecture to invading barbarians
and peasant rebels. But by 418 all Gaul, including Armorica, had been recovered, and
Rome was in a position to consider the recovery of Britain.

Some historians think Britain may have been reoccupied, if only briefly. Jack
Lindsay cites as evidence an entry in the Anglo-Saxon chronicle, under the year 418:
“In this year the Romans collected all the treasures which were in Britain and hid
some in the earth so that no one afterwards could find them and some they took with
them into Gaul.” This sounds like a tax-raid. Perhaps 'Nennius' records the same
event: “But the British killed the Roman generals, because of the weight of the empire,
and later asked their help. The Romans came to bring help to the empire and defend
it, and deprived Britain of her gold and silver and bronze, and all her precious raiment
and honey, and went back in great triumph.”

Rome may have retaken Britain, if only briefly. No Roman record confirms it. But it is
certain that Rome continued to interfere in British affairs in the first part of the fifth
century. And it is Roman interference that underlies the fatal invitation to the Saxons.

The Saxon Advent

The first Saxons were invited into Britain. In Gildas' story, after the God-given victory
over the Picts and Scots, Independent Britain basked in luxury and fell prey to every
vice. Falsehood was preferred to truth, darkness desired instead of the sun, Satan

was welcomed as an angel of light, and Kings were anointed then slain "with no
®" Procopius, History of the Wars, 111.2.38
2 R G Collingwood and J N L Myres, Roman Biritain and the English Settlements, p296
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enquiry into the truth" to be replaced by others crueller than they. Inevitably God
determined to correct his erring people. A rumour of impending barbarian attack
caused the rulers of Britain, “the members of the council together with the proud tyrant”
to invite the Saxons into Britain. Blinded by God, they invited to Britain "a people whom
they feared worse than death even in their absence"® - though Gildas neglects to tell
us why the Saxons were so feared, up to this point in his narrative the Britons have
only been attacked by Picts and Scots.

'Nennius' account is both simpler and more informative: "Vortigern ruled in Britain,
and during his rule he was under pressure, from fear of the Picts and the Irish, and of
a Roman invasion, and, not least, from dread of Ambrosius. Then came three keels,
driven into exile from Germany. ... Vortigern welcomed them and handed over to them
the island ... called Thanet".®

The ruler of an ex-Roman province under threat of enemy attack recruits barbarians
to fight for him: This is not an act of madness, itis a perfectly normal Late Roman
practice, the recruitment of foederati. Are we to believe Gildas doesn't know this? The
first contingent consisted of only three keels, or warships, as both Gildas and
'Nennius' agree. It was hardly an overwhelming threat.

Unlike Gildas, 'Nennius' gives us dates. Vortigern held empire in Britain in the
consulship of Theodosius and Valentinian - which dates his accession to 425 AD, and
the invitation to the Saxons was in the fourth year of his reign, in the consulship of Felix
and Taurus, that is, 428. But since 'Nennius' is a ninth-century text, historians prefer to
trust Gildas' account and place the Saxon advent some time after Aétius' third
consulship in 446 AD.

So Gildas had sources. But he is a secondary source for the fifth century and history
is ideally written from contemporary sources. We do have one. A Gallic chronicler
writing in 452 reports that in the year 441 "Britain, which had hitherto suffered various
disasters, passed into the control of the Saxons."® The Saxons, to a continental
observer, appeared to have mastered Britain before Aétius' third consulship began.

Gildas error appears puzzling, but then it may not be an error. There are hints that,
once again, he knows more than he chooses to say. He tells us the Saxons were
recruited to fight the Picts and the Scots. And he tells us the Picts attacked from the
north, the Scots, that is the Irish, from the west. Then he tells us the Saxons were
positioned on the east coast. Why?

Actually the Saxons were positioned in the extreme south east of Britain, on the Kent
coast. Bede tells us the English royal house of Kent traced its descent from Hengist,
chief of the first Saxon migrants to Britain and leader of the Saxon revolt. 'Nennius'
claims these first migrants were settled on Thanet. The only enemy they could have
been intended to guard against, from that position, were other Saxons, or a Roman
invasion from Gaul.

® Gildas, The Ruin of Britain, 21.4

¢ Gildas, The Ruin of Britain, 23.2

® Nennius, British History, 31 (Vortigern is actually called Guorthigirnus in ‘Nennius’ text, but but he is
better known under Bede’s version of the name, which Morris here uses.

® John Morris, The Age of Arthur, p38
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Vortigern and Ambrosius

Procopius tells us independent Britain was ruled by tyrants, but no continental source
names the rulers of Britain after Rome's departure. We have only native sources to go
on. From Gildas we have Ambrosius Aurelianus, the leader of the British resistance.
As for the proud tyrant responsible for inviting in the Saxons, Gildas does not name
directly, 'Nennius' calls him Guorthigirnus, but he is best known by the name Bede
gives him, Vortigern. The word literally translates as overlord, and it may not be a
name at all but a nickname. John Morris suggests that a British tyrant who has gone
down in history under his Celtic nickname probably enjoyed considerable support
among the common people.

Before the consensus shifted, and fifth-century Britain was deemed too 'dark' a
century for its political history to be attempted, it was widely accepted that these two
were heads of rival political factions. Ambrosius Aurelianus was thought to be named
for the ultra-orthodox Ambrose of Milan, St. Ambrose, the most powerful western
churchman of his day (the primacy of the papacy was not then established, and Milan
was then the residence of the western Emperor). St. Ambrose was the implacable
opponent of Magnus Maximus, the British usurper, and the teacher of Augustine of
Hippo, the principal opponent of the British heresiarch Pelagius. Thus the British
Ambrosius was thought to be head of an orthodox, pro-Roman faction in Britain - an
idea first mooted by John Rhys,” who suggested also that he was opposed by a
certain Guitolin, head of an anti-Roman faction. This deduction is from 'Nennius',
which tells us that Ambrosius and Guitolinus i.e. Vitalinus, fought each other at the
battle of Wallop in 437 AD. But an Ambrosius active in the first half of the fifth century is
unlikely to have been the same man as Gildas' champion against the Saxons. John
Morris suggests the two are probably father and son - Gildas tells us Ambrosius'
father had worn the purple. Members of the dynasty still held power in Gildas' day: " his
descendants... have become greatly inferior to their grandfather's excellence".® It is
thought Aurelius Caninus, one of the five tyrants Gildas singles out for particular
condemnation, might be Ambrosius Aurelianus' grandson.

Vortigern also left descendants among the later rulers of Britain. Both the royal
house of Powys and of Builth and Gwerthrynion claimed descent from him.
Genealogies associate him with the town of Gloucester, which was perhaps his seat,
and with the name Vitalinus - the Guitolinus who fought Ambrosius at Wallop may be a
relative, or it may be Vortigern himself. The Pillar of Eliseg, an inscription stone set up
in the ninth century by Concenn of Powys, makes Vortigern the son-in-law of Magnus
Maximus.

This is not a claim Dark Age historians are prepared to take seriously, although
there is plenty of precedent for such dynastic marriages. Constantius Chlorus, when
elevated to the post of Caesar to Emperor Maximian, married Maximian's daughter. It

was part of the arrangement: Diocletian's Caesar, Galerius, became his son-in-law at
¢” John Rhys, Celtic Britain, p103-4
¢ Gildas, The Ruin of Britain, 25.3
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the same time. Aétius, allying himself with the Goths against the Huns, married a
Gothic princess. Marriage in this period played a major role in the formation of
alliances and in the transfer of power. For the Spanish general Maximus, marrying his
offspring into the British princely families would be a perfectly normal means to
consolidate his position. The Welsh tradition is late, but it is not ludicrous® - unlike
much of Gildas' account.

David Dumville mocks the Dark Age British tradition of Maximus: "He appears both
as the last Roman emperor in Britain and as the first ruler of an independent Britain,
from whom all legitimate power flowed - a pleasing irony, in view of his actual history
as a usurper."” He misses the point: one man's usurper is another man's legitimate
ruler, and Maximus, in British tradition, was the epitome of legitimacy. Gildas, in
Dumville's view, is the source of this nonsense: it was Gildas who first emphasised
Maximus' historical role; the later British tradition, which 'emerges' in the ninth century,
merely followed suit. This makes no sense. By what process would Gildas' villain, the
ruination of Britain, be transformed into a hero and founding father of the nation? Even
if Gildas were the only tradition available to the ninth-century Welsh antiquarian
scholars, as opposed to the only sixth-century British text extant today, from Gildas'
brief cast of characters Maximus is hardly the likeliest candidate for them to select.
Ambrosius, last of the Romans and saviour of the nation, as Gildas portrays him,
would have been the natural choice, or if his dates were too late, his parents, who had
‘worn the purple' and died in the Saxon revolt, were surely regal and heroic enough to
serve. And why did Gildas select Maximus as the villain in his story of the End of
Roman Britain? Surely Constantine Ill, whom he prefers not to mention, was the
obvious choice for this role.

The more logical possibility, which would make sense of both Gildas and the
British tradition, is that the ninth-century concept of Maximus was extant in Gildas'
period, and he wrote in opposition to it. Maximus was recognised as a legitimate
emperor, and Gildas recalls the imperial insignia "which he was never fit to bear".”
Why mention it? It would hardly suit Gildas' polemical purpose to draw attention to this
symbol of Maximus' legitimacy if its existence were not already well known, and
significant, to his readers. Later British rulers, tracing their descent from Maximus,
were claiming precisely that they were not tyrants but were as legitimate as he. Gildas'
evidence implies there were rulers in his day, perhaps among the tyrants he
castigates, who made the same claim.

Britain did not degenerate into political chaos after the breach with Rome.
Continental sources tell us she was ruled by tyrants, that is, illegitimate emperors.
Gildas confirms this: it was a proud tyrant and his council, an organised British
government, who recruited the first Saxon foederati. Bishop Fastidius' letter indicates a
brief experiment with republicanism in the immediate aftermath of the 410 rebellion,
but in little more than a decade Britain had reverted to the tried and tested method of
% Maximus could even have had a daughter young enough to have married Vortigern, since it is recorded
that his son Flavius Victor, whom he made co-emperor in 384 AD, was at that time still an infant.

° David Dumville, Sub-Roman Biritain: History and Legend, p180
" Gildas, The Ruin of Britain, 13.1
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electing local emperors. Whether or not Vortigern was related, by blood or marriage, to
Emperor Maximus, he genuinely was heir to the British usurpers, rulers of the Gallic
prefecture; and so he must have appeared to contemporaries. John Morris suggests
he may even have used the title Imperator Caesar Augustus.

Continental sources do not name Vortigern or Ambrosius, but they are not entirely
silent on the subject British politics in the period. 'Nennius' tells us Vortigern went in
fear of a Roman invasion. If Vortigern were a Pelagian, then continental writers
confirm that he had cause to fear. For Rome could not, did not, ignore the British
Pelagians.

The Roman Missions

In 418 Rome regained Gaul from the bacaudae revolutionaries. In the same year
Pelagius and his followers were hereticised on the grounds that their theology
encouraged revolt among the lower orders. This was the culmination of a campaign
waged against the British preacher by his arch-enemy Augustine. The decision came
from the Emperor, the pope endorsed it, but the Church as a whole did not
immediately fall into line. In 425, the year of Vortigern's accession, the Pelagian
bishops of Gaul were ordered to publicly renounce their errors or face the displeasure
of the prefect. In 429 the first mission against the British Pelagians set sail.

We have a contemporary account. Prosper of Aquitaine's Chronicle records for that
year: “Agricola, son of the Pelagian bishop Severianus corrupts the churches of Britain
by insinuating his doctrine. But at the suggestion of the deacon Palladius, Pope
Celestine sends Germanus bishop of Auxerre as his representative, and after the
confusion of the heretics guides the Britons to the Catholic faith.”

Prosper is not our only source. Constantius of Lyons towards the end of the century
wrote a biography of St. Germanus, thought to be based on the eye-witness testimony
of Lupus, bishop of Troyes, a noted Gallic scholar and Germanus’ companion on his
first mission. Constantius tells of two missions, but dates neither. In addition Prosper
tells of a third mission, led by Palladius. All three missions were a resounding
success, according to these sources. This is plainly not the unvarnished truth, as a
first successful mission would remove necessity for the other two.

Britain was now outside the Empire, but Rome could not ignore the British
Pelagians. Their existence must give comfort to recusants in Gaul, and might
encourage the bacaudae. There could be no division between religion and politics in
this era, or between religion and military affairs. Bishop Germanus was a dux, a
military official, before his ordination. Constantius says that during his first visit he led
British troops to a bloodless victory against raiding Picts and Saxons. Returning after
his second visit he reported, not to the Pope in Rome, but to the Emperor in Ravenna.
In short, Germanus was a statesman, and an important one at that. His involvement
illustrates the importance that British affairs still had for the Roman authorities, as
does Palladius’ visit.

According to Prosper’s Chronicle Palladius, ordained by pope Celestine, was sent
in 431 as the first Bishop to the Irish who believe in Christ. And it is Prosper who
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betrays the real purpose of the visit: “Nor was he (Pope Celestine) less persistent in
freeing the Britons from the same disease as certain men, Enemies of Grace,” had
taken possession of the land of their birth; and he drove them from their lair of Ocean
and ordained a bishop for the Irish, so that while he took zealous steps to keep the
Roman island Catholic he also made the barbarian island Christian.” The real
purpose of the new Irish bishopric was to attack the British Pelagians. Pope Celestine
could not impose a bishop on an established British see (the election of bishops was
still a local matter at this point in Church history) so he created a new post to be filled
by an anti-Pelagian. This Palladius is doubtless the same man whom Prosper credits
with putting Germanus name forward a few years earlier. As a deacon who had the
pope’s ear he was plainly an important individual, and as John Morris points out, for a
prominent church official to be sent to convert the barbarians would be highly unusual.

Prosper would have us believe that this second mission was also an unqualified
success, and the ‘Enemies of Grace’ were driven from their British lair. Yet there was
a third. Constantius doesn’t date Germanus’ later visit. Historians have generally
placed it in the 440s. But Thompson has shown this is not so.”

According to Constantius, Germanus left Britain for the last time in the spring of the
last year of his life. The returning saint, landing in Gaul, was immediately met by a
deputation of Armoricans: That province was once again engaged in a bacauda,
Aétius had sent the Alan foederati to crush the rebels, and the deputation came to
plead with Germanus to save the situation. Germanus succeeded in checking the
Alan commander and proceeded on to the emperor in Ravenna, where he would
certainly have secured a royal pardon had not the Armoricans perversely renewed the
revolt. Germanus died in ltaly, in July, and the rebels soon after 'paid the penalty'.
Constantius names the bacauda leader, Tibatto - and the Gallic chronicler tells us
Tibatto was captured in 437. So, it was in the spring of 437 that Germanus left Britain -
the same year, 'Nennius' tells us, that Ambrosius fought Guitolinus at Wallop.

All three Roman missions must fall within the reign of Vortigern, though the
continental sources which tell of them never mention his name. Indeed Constantius'
biography very conspicuously avoids giving any hint of the nature of ecclesiastical or
secular authority in Britain, or of Germanus' relations to either, which is odd, as he is
most informative about his hero's interactions with the authorities in Gaul and Italy. But
in British tradition Germanus and Vortigern are doubly linked: on the Pillar of Eliseg
their association is amicable, in 'Nennius' they are deadly enemies. But this ties in
with Constantius' biography.

On Germanus' first visit, he tells us the saint led the British forces in battle.
Historians generally accept this was a real event, but a visiting Roman official could
hardly have put himself at the head of British troops without the consent of Vortigern's
government. At this stage the implication is that Roman ambassador and the British
ruler were united against a pagan enemy, just as the Powys inscription presents
them.

2 Enemies of Grace is a Roman designation for the Pelagian opponents of Augustine’s novel theology ,
see below, Chapter 7.2, Pelagius and Augustine.
® E A Thompson, Saint Germanus of Auxerre and the End of Roman Britain, chapter 7
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There is no trace of any such alliance in 'Nennius'. Instead there is a legend in
which Germanus overthrows the wicked ruler and destroys him utterly, calling down a
fire from heaven upon him which burns him up in his own fortress. The legend
suggests a breach between the two during Germanus' second visit, though the saint
plainly did not destroy the sinner. Vortigern must still be in power after Germanus’ exit,
and after Wallop, for it was he who faced the Saxon revolt in 441.

The consequence of the Roman missions, each and every time, we’re told, was a
resounding success for the Roman party. Plainly it wasn’t. Rome’s propagandists put
the best gloss they can on it, but the lack of detail gives the game away. Pope
Celestine sent some Pelagians into exile, Prosper appears to claim - but he doesn’t
say who they were, where they were sent, or who enforced the expulsion. Constantius’
account, which is much more detailed, also mentions British exiles whom he says
were sent to the Continent, but still we don’t know who they were. He does name a
British ruler, Elafius, but who Elafius was or where he ruled we can’t guess - no other
text mentions this man. Germanus roamed the country preaching openly in public
places, but no British synod met with him to condemn Pelagius and endorse the
Roman communion, for Constantius would surely have told us if they had. Indeed,
Germanus is never said to have met with any British bishop in either of his visits,
though Constantius claims it was in response to a request from the British
themselves that Germanus was sent in the first place - by a synod of Gallic bishops
unrecorded in any other source. Prosper, in contrast, tells us Germanus was sent by
the pope. The only logical deduction from the evidence is that the Roman missions
failed. When Germanus left these shores for the last time the British Church was still
Pelagian.

Gildas omits the entire affair.

The Saxon Revolt
Only four years later, according to the Gallic Chronicler, Britain passed into the control
of the Saxons.

This is not the story we get from Gildas. He tells us the third British appeal for
Roman assistance against the Picts and Scots was addressed to Aétius, consul for
the third time. That appeal was unsuccessful, but with God’s help the British won a
victory themselves, and then followed a period of peace and prosperity and with it the
inevitable descent into vice, then a rumour of the barbarians’ return, and only then
were the Saxons invited into the country. The initial three keels were later reinforced,
and granted additional supplies which “for a long time ‘shut the dog’s mouth’.” So the
proud tyrant’s Saxon foederati did not revolt for years or even decades after the letter to
Aétius, if we are to believe Gildas’ story.

The letter to Aétius appears to be genuine - the style is so unlike Gildas’ own that it
does look like an actual quotation: “The barbarians push us back to the sea, the sea
pushes us back to the barbarians: between these two kinds of death, we are either
drowned or slaughtered.” But this letter - or at any rate, the part of it Gildas’ quotes -
does not name the threatening barbarians. It is Gildas who tells us they are the Picts

46


Howard



Heretic Emperor: The Controversy

and Scots.

One or the other, the Gallic Chronicler or Gildas, has to have the story wrong. Gildas
knows of no Saxons in Britain before the middle of the century. The Gallic Chronicler
thinks Britain is in the power of the Saxons at the time he writes. Historians generally
place the greatest reliance on contemporary sources. Here they make an exception.
The majority opinion among Dark Age historians dates the Saxon advent, and the
revolt, to the second half of the fifth century.

Historians generally place the greatest reliance on contemporary sources because
although a contemporary writer may not be telling us the truth, the whole truth and
nothing but the truth, he may be mistaken and he will certainly have his own bias, still
there are facts which someone writing at the time cannot misrepresent without his
entire readership knowing he is lying. If the Saxons did not take Britain in 441 AD then
the Gallic Chronicler is talking nonsense, and his entire contemporary readership
would have known it. For we cannot assume, at this stage, that the literate public of
Gaul were now so entirely ignorant of British affairs that they might mistakenly believe
the Saxons had taken over Britain when in fact they hadn’t yet arrived. Some historians
do postulate a complete severance of communications between Britain and the
Continent in the later fifth century. This entry of the Gallic Chronicler is the last notice
we have from continental historians on insular British affairs. But communications
were not severed at this time. It was only in 437 that Germanus returned from a
diplomatic mission to Britain, reporting to the Emperor in Ravenna, and someone
wrote to Aétius during or after his third consulship. So either the Gallic Chronicler is
making up a story, a story none of his readers could possibly believe and for no
reason we can imagine, or else Gildas is in error.

Gildas is not a historian. His The Ruin of Britain is a sermon. His story of
independent Britain, indeed his entire history from the time of the Roman invasion on,
proves to be factually incorrect in every instance where we can check it against
contemporary Roman accounts. This entry of the Gallic Chronicler is the last point at
which we can check it. Once again Gildas is wrong. The appeal to Aétius was for
assistance against the Saxons.

If Gildas were our prime source for the history of Britain from the end of Roman rule
- that is, in Gildas’ account, from the usurpation of Maximus - we would be a great deal
more ignorant than we are. Fortunately, up to the mid-fifth century, we have better
sources. And from then onwards Gildas isn’t our only source. We also have 'Nennius',
whose account of the first half of the century dovetails neatly with the Gallic
Chronicler’'s dates. So why should we dismiss his account of the second half of the
century? The Historia Brittonum may be only a ninth century text but clearly its author
had sources, sources which preserved more of the real history of fifth-century Britain
than Gildas knew - or than Gildas chose to report.

Britain’s Recovery

To the Gallic Chronicler and his contemporaries the Saxon revolt appeared to mark
the end of the British experiment. But Britain rallied. No continental source tells the
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story of the British recovery. It is even absent from some insular accounts (the Anglo
Saxon chronicle portrays the English take-over as long, glorious conquest, with no set-
backs, and no mention of Badon!) But there can be no doubt that it happened. Gildas
is plainly writing in a Britain which the Saxons did not rule, and he is writing a century
after the Saxon revolt.

For the story of the British recovery we have only two sources, Gildas and 'Nennius',
and they tell completely different tales.

From Gildas we have, first, a story of total ruin, lovingly recounted. All the major
towns of Britain were reduced to shattered ruins by fire and enemy battering rams,
their entire populations slaughtered, church leaders and people alike, the streets left
littered with holy alters and fragments of bodies all covered in a purple crust of
congealed blood. All this, Gildas emphasises, is the inevitable price to be paid for
resisting the will of God. As for the survivors: some surrendered to the enemy and
were enslaved, some chose exile overseas, others held out in forests and high hills.
Then finally, after the cruel plunderers had “gone home”, God gave strength to
survivors, and Ambrosius Aurelianus, "a gentleman who, perhaps alone of the
Romans, had survived the shock of this notable storm", arose to lead them. A long
struggle ensued, sometimes Britons, sometimes their pagan enemies were
victorious, as God put his people, his “latter-day Israel”, to the test. But at last the
Britons were victorious. Badon was “pretty much the last defeat of the villains”, and
since then a generation has grown up with no memory of those desperate times,
knowing “only the calm of the present”.”

There is no Arthur in Gildas’ story. It is 'Nennius' who tells us Badon was Arthur’s
victory. In 'Nennius', Gildas’ hero, Ambrosius, fights only against Vortigern and has no
role in the British resistance. Gildas’ period of dreadful devastation is also absent
from ‘Nennius’; the British fight back starts immediately after the Saxon revolt. It is led
by the sons of Vortigern

The Vortigern of the Historia Brittonum is not a sinner blinded by God, he is a traitor
to his own nation. He falls in love with Hengest’s beautiful daughter and gives her
father Kent as her bride-price. But by the time of this marriage Vortigern already had
grown sons, and it is his eldest son, Vortimer, who initiates the British resistance.

While Vortimer lives, British victory seems assured, but on his death things go badly
wrong for the British. The Saxons who had been driven off return, treacherous Hengest
proposes peace, the Britons in council agree, and a meeting is arranged. But the
Saxons arrive armed, and on a prearranged signal they fall on the British, killing all
three hundred of the ‘king’s seniors’, sparing only Vortigern himself. To save his own
life he is forced to cede them even more territory in the south east, namely Essex and
Sussex.

'Nennius' breaks off to relate legendary accounts of Germanus’ destruction of
Vortigern, and of Vortigern’s struggle against Emrys Gwledic, that is, Ambrosius. We
learn of Vortigern’s end, and of the fate of his descendants. When we return to the war,
it is with Arthur’'s campaign. After Hengest’s death, 'Nennius' tells us, his son Octha

™ @Gildas, The Ruin of Britain, 25.3, 26.1, 26.3
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was made king of the Kentishmen, and Arthur fought against them in those days.
'Nennius' lists twelve battles which Arthur fought, the last of which is Badon.

Gildas and 'Nennius' arrive at the same place, but they get there by different routes.
But is there any evidence to support either of them? There is no continental account of
insular British history for the last half of the century, but that doesn’t mean there is no
confirmation of the native sources.

Riothamus

As David Dumville reminds us, “only a highly attenuated form of history can be written
from purely archaeological evidence.”” But archaeology must have the right of veto.
Gildas tells us all the major towns of Britain fell to the Saxon assault and were
reduced to ruins. The archaeological evidence proves him wrong. Some towns fell:
signs of devastation and slaughter have been discovered. Some appear to have
escaped completely. Some were abandoned by their inhabitants without any sign of a
struggle. Gildas’ rhetoric is overblown.

But there was an exodus from Britain. In the second half of the fifth century, and
beyond, so many Britons migrated overseas that they gave their names to the areas
they settled. An area on the north coast of Spain became Britona. Normandy is littered
with Brettevilles. The north western corner of Gaul, previously Armorica, was renamed
Brittany.

But these were not all helpless refugees. The Gothic historian, Jordanes, writing in
the mid-sixth century, records a British force twelve thousand summoned by the
Emperor Anthemius to assist him in his fight against the Goths of Aquitaine.” Their
leader was Riothamus. The name appears to mean ‘most kingly’, and may have been
a title. Jordanes calls him a king. A letter survives addressed to this man from a Gallic
nobleman, Sidonius Apollinaris, pleading on behalf of a ‘penniless rustic’ whose
slaves have been enticed away by the Britons.” These armed Britons seem to have
been recruited on the same basis as the German foederati, fighting under their own
leaders and obeying their own laws.

There is no Riothamus in any insular record, but if this is a title he may appear
under another name. There is no consensus among historians as to whether
Riothamus and his men were already settled in Brittany, or came from insular Britain
to fight for the Empire, though Jordanes has them arrive by ship. But most probably it
would be the more Romanised section among the British, the wealthy magnates, who
left the island for the mainland when the Roman cause appeared lost. Gildas says
they took all the books away with them, and some historians seem inclined to accept
this as fact, and as explanation for the errors in Gildas’ history.

Riothamus and his force engaged the Goths in the year 469-70, and were
annihilated, according to Jordanes. Another sixth-century historian, Gregory of Tours,
locates the battle at the village of Dol, near Bourges.

> David Dumville, Sub-Roman Biritain: History and Legend, p192
¢ Jordanes, The Origin and Deeds of the Goths, XLV (238)
" This letter is reproduced on Britannia.com
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Vortimer

Gildas exaggerates. Doubtless it suits the purpose of his sermon to do so. The tragic
ruin of all Britain, the lamenting exiles forced overseas singing psalms in place of
shanties - “You have given us like sheep for eating and scattered us among the
heathen”” - this is not the picture we get from the archaeological evidence or from
continental sources. The exiles weren’'t so helpless. What of those left behind? It is
entirely in character (that is, their character as defined by Gildas) for the British to get
helplessly slaughtered when the barbarians attack, but it is out of keeping with the
actual evidence of the nature of independent Britain as described by Roman writers.
Decades earlier the Britons had organised their own defence against a barbarian
threat Rome couldn’t counter. Were they now incapable of opposing the Saxons? It
doesn’t seem likely. 'Nennius' says it wasn’t so. He says a son of Vortigern led the
British resistance.

Vortigern comes down in British tradition as Gildas presents him, the man who
ruined his own nation by inviting the treacherous Saxons into the island. So he
appears in Geoffrey’s history, and in the Historia Brittonum. But this text preserves
traces of an earlier view.

There is evidence that the damnation of Vortigern in British tradition dates from the
ninth century. Before that he was a revered ancestor of the Powys and Builth-
Gwerthrynion dynasties, and indeed the grandfather of a saint. His reputation, and his
lineage, survived the Saxon revolt. Then it is likely that his power did too. 'Nennius' tells
us it was Vortigern’s son, Vortimer, who first led the British resistance. He lists the
battles Vortimer fought, and he is not the only source to do so.

According to Gildas, Ambrosius rallied the Britons only after the cruel Saxons ‘went
home’. Where is home? Plainly he does not mean they went back to Germany, there
was still a long war of resistance to be fought. According to 'Nennius', Vortigern
established the first Saxon contingent on the island of Thanet, and it is to Thanet that
Vortimer expelled them, and three times besieged them there.

Before Ambrosius rallied the British, the Saxons had already gone home. By this
admission Gildas gives a hint of confirmation to the Historia’s account. But there’s
more. 'Nennius' locates the three battles Vortimer fought against the Saxons: "The first
battle was on the river Darenth. The second battle was at the ford called Episford in
their language, Rhyd yr afael in ours, and there fell Horsa and also Vortigern's son
Cateyrn. The third battle was fought in the open country by the Inscribed Stone on the
shore of the Gallic sea. The barbarians were beaten and he was victorious. They fled
to their keels and were drowned as they clambered aboard them like women."”

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle lists three battles Hengest fought against the British in
the space of a decade, at Aylesford, where Hengest's brother Horsa was slain, at
Crayford, and near Wippedsfleot. John Morris argues these are the same three battles
that 'Nennius' lists. Crayford is two miles from the junction of the Cray with the

Darenth. Episford, which means Horseford, indicates a place where a major road
’® Gildas, The Ruin of Britain, 25.1
”® Nennius, British History, 44
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crosses a river, which is the situation of Aylesford. Wippedsfleot, the estuary or inlet of
Wipped is likely to be the Wansum channel at Richborough, between Thanet and the
mainland. The most prominent monument in Roman Richborough was a huge
marble arch, ‘the Inscribed Stone by the Gallic sea’: Fragments of its inscription still
survive. As Morris says, the two accounts correspond too closely for coincidence, and
as each names the battles in their own tongue neither is likely to have copied from the
other. Then the connection between them is not literary, it's real, the battles actually
occurred, and were important enough to be remembered on both sides. The initial
British resistance was led by Vortigern's faction.

The undoing of Vortimer’s achievement, the peace conference at which the British
notables were treacherously slain, is not confirmed by any source outside the Historia
Brittonum. But it is not impossible, or even improbable. Similar tales are told by
Roman historians. Zosimus, for example, tells how, during the reign of Theodosius
the Great, a large number of Scythians, resident in various towns in the east and
perceived to be a threat by the Roman officials, were invited to gather in their
respective market squares to receive gifts and honours from a grateful emperor. It was
a trick. Soldiers were stationed on the roofs surrounding them, and at a signal rained
missiles down on them, killing every man. “Thus were the eastern cities delivered
from their apprehensions.”® Massacre is at times an effective political tool.

But Nennius’ story may be legendary. Still, there must have been some event
sufficiently catastrophic to cause the eclipse of the Vortigern faction and its
replacement by the Roman party.

The Last of the Romans

The leader of the British resistance, according to Gildas, was Ambrosius Aurelianus,
perhaps the only Roman to have survived the Saxon assault. Historians do not usually
require confirmation of Gildas’ story; his word is quite good enough for most of them.
But in fact there is confirmation.

The evidence lies, not in archaeology or in documentation, but in place names.
There are a number of place names in England which begin with the prefix Ambros, or
Ambres. This root word is not English, and their distribution is not random. John
Morris suggests they originate in the Late Roman practice of naming army units from
the emperors who raised them. The Honoriaci were named from Honorius, the
Theodosiani from Theodosius. Troops raised by Ambrosius would, following the
same pattern, be named Ambrosiaci. If they went on to name the areas they were
stationed, or which they had retaken, we can explain their distribution: “Half of these
places are suitably sited to defend Colchester and London against Kent and the East
Angles, and three more border on South Saxon territory. Several of them are
earthworks. If garrisons were there stationed, they were established when the
Thames basin was securely held”.* Ambrosius did play a role in the British fight-back.

Ambrosius is one of only eight individuals named, and the only British leader

praised, in Gildas’ entire historical section. Yet Gildas has little to tell us about his
80 Zosimus, New History, Book 4
& John Morris, The Age of Arthur, p100
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hero. He was not actually a Briton but a Roman, his parents had worn the purple and
died in the Saxon revolt, the British resistance was entirely due to his leadership, his
descendants, “greatly inferior to their grandfather’s excellence”, did not, apparently,
retain his pre-eminent position. Gildas doesn’t even tell us that Ambrosius led the
British resistance to its climax, or that he fought at Badon. And that means there is no
contradiction between Gildas’ account and that of ‘Nennius’.

British tradition remembered Ambrosius. His rivalry with Vortigern was transcribed
into legend, and preserved in the Historia Brittonum. A gloss in that work refers to him
as Emrys ‘Guletic’, Emrys the Overlord, the same title Welsh legend gave to the
Emperor Maximus. ‘Nennius ‘admits his authority over a surviving son of Vortigern:
“Pascent, who ruled the two countries called Builth and Gwerthrynion after his father’s
death, by permission of Ambrosius, who was the great king among all the kings of the
British nation.” Yet British tradition did not remember Ambrosius as the leader of the
British resistance. The entire British people, throughout all the lands they occupied,
and as far back as the record will take us, reverently placed Arthur in that role.

Emperor Arthur

Gildas and 'Nennius' tell completely different tales of the British resistance, but they
finally meet at the same place: Badon. Here, their stories do not contradict each other,
and if both writers are credited we have a Roman Arthur, heir to Ambrosius, a last
Comes Britanniae fighting to preserve the remnants of Empire in the one western
province that successfully resisted the encroaching Germans. It is this Arthur that
historians from John Rhys to John Morris have argued in favour of. David Dumville
mocks this as a medieval view. And so it is. William of Malmesbury came to the same
conclusion back in the twelfth century, about a decade before Geoffrey wrote his
history: “On the death of Vortimer, the strength of the Britons grew faint, their
diminished hopes went backwards; and straightway they would have come to ruin,
had not Ambrosius, the sole survivor of the Romans, who was monarch of the realm
after Vortigern, repressed the overweening barbarians through the distinguished
achievements of the warlike Arthur.”® William of Malmesbury is still credited as the
greatest historian of his age. But William accepted the Historia Brittonum as an
historical source, and today’s historians, after Morris’ The Age of Arthur, do not.

For the aftermath of Badon Gildas is, unarguably, our primary source. He is a
contemporary witness, the only one we have. There is no voice to counter his account
of Britain in the first half of the sixth century, nothing in the continental record, in
English tradition, or in any British source. ‘Nennius’, after the account of Arthur’s
victories, turns to Saxon genealogies and the later sixth-century battle for the north. For
this period we have only Gildas’ testimony, and what he describes is a Roman revival.

Gildas has nothing good to say about his own people. British rule is by definition
bad. Virtuous rule is reserved for the Romans. It was a Roman who led the British to
victory against the pagan Saxons, and the Saxon threat has not since revived. The
country is going to the dogs, but that has come about as a generation has grown up

8 William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum - see E K Chambers, Arthur of Britain, p16-17
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which does not remember the chastisement of the Saxon revolt. In the immediate
aftermath of Badon, “kings, public and private persons, priests and churchmen, kept to
their proper stations.” If Gildas is to be believed, Badon was a Roman victory, and the
post-Badon government was likewise Roman.

Britain had not collapsed into anarchy in Gildas’ day. Much as he disapproves of it,
he is the evidence for that government’s survival. His sermon is an attack on the lay
and ecclesiastical rulers of his day. They could hardly be attacked if they didn’t exist, or
denounced for their abuses if they were powerless. Gildas testifies to the existence of
an intact, operative authority structure. Britain has her priests, ministers and clerics, he
tells us. She has her judges and her kings. Mightiest among them, and Gildas’ chief
target, is Maglocunus, Maelgwn of Gwynedd, whom he addresses as “dragon of the
island”.

The dragon was an imperial symbol, figured in purple on standards borne before
Emperors, according to John Rhys.®* The Welsh adopted the symbol, as they adopted
the concept. Roman rule ceased in Britain, but the rule of Emperors did not.
Sometimes they were called Kessarogion, Caesarians, sometimes Gwledics,
overlords. The dragon was their symbol. Legend associates it with Ambrosius, and
with Arthur. Gildas associates it with Maglocunus, whom the King of kings has made
“higher than almost all the generals of Britain”.

“Britain is a province fertile of tyrants”, Gildas reminds us of the Roman opinion,
quoting the pagan Porphyry. Even before she left the Empire Britain was accustomed
to elevating Emperors. After Constantine Ill her nominees no longer claimed dominion
over the Gallic prefecture, but they were, in their own eyes, heirs to that imperial dignity.
The concept of a British Emperor remained alive in these islands in later centuries. It
was passed on to the Saxons, who coined their own term for it, Bretwalda, ruler of
Britain. The term first appears in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, where it is applied to King
Egbert of Wessex, and to seven others before him whom Bede credited with holding
imperium. Bede’s list begins with Aelle of Sussex and ends with Oswy of
Northumbria. His fifth is Edwin of Northumbria, whose royal dignity was such that a
standard was carried before him at all times; even when he walked through the
streets he was proceeded by one of the type “known to the Romans as a Tufa”*
apparently a winged globe.

John Morris suggests that it is significant that the concept of an Emperor, other than
the Roman Emperor, survived in the British Isles alone. Elsewhere in the Christian
world, after the fifth century, the title was only ever used of Emperors of Byzantium until
the western Empire was revived in the person of Charlemagne. But all the nations of
Britain used this title for their overkings. Bede avoids the personal title; his overkings
‘held empire’. But Oswald of Northumbria, sixth on his list, was styled imperator by
seventh-century Irish writers, and they used the same title for the high kings of Ireland.
Brian Boru, who recovered Ireland from the Vikings, claimed the title for himself. It was
used of the Mercian kings when they held dominion over all the English kingdoms; a

8 John Rhys, Celtic Britain, p133
® Bede, A History of the English Church and People, 11.16
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charter survives in which the last of them so styles himself. ® And Arthur, in later British
tradition, is styled Emperor, in Welsh Amherawdyr.

In John Rhys’ view Arthur was the last Comes Britanniae, the highest office in the
now independent province and hence an emperor in the eyes of his subjects. John
Morris sees him as both the last Roman Emperor of the west and the first medieval
king of what was to become England. In intention he was Roman: “Arthur’s
government had only one possible and practicable aim, to restore and revive the
Roman Empire in Britain”.* Gildas praises the attempt, though it was by now doomed.
But, Morris argues, it didn’t have to be that way. Despite the absence of direct Roman
rule, Britain’s degeneration and ultimate defeat was not inevitable. It was the fall of
northern Gaul to the Franks in 486, and the emigration of so many of her own fighting
men to the Continent under the leadership of the most Romanised section of the elite,
that undid the efforts of Arthur and Ambrosius. Had circumstances not overtaken the
victorious British, they might have “permanently upheld in Britain a western state as
Roman as the empire of the east, ruled from a London as imperial as
Constantinople.” Under such provocation Dark Age historians decided they could
dispense with Arthur altogether.

The Figure of Arthur

All the British races, from as far back as we can trace, insisted Arthur had led them to
victory against the Saxons. They were all wrong, Dumville tells us. The constructions of
historians since the start of Celtic scholarship up to the time of Morris’ Age of Arthur
are also nonsense. We have to start again, and this time, before we even approach
the evidence, we must have ready the right questions to ask of it. The question most
lay people would like to see answered, ‘did King Arthur exist? was there a real man
behind the myth?’, does not figure in his list.

Historians following in his wake have gone further. Oliver Padel specifies that the
question “was there an historical Arthur?”, the “natural question”, he terms it, must not
be asked. It distorts our interpretation of the evidence since it forces us to reply “yes,
perhaps”. This is not the answer we want.®

But if, as Padel holds, the evidence itself would not naturally suggest this question
to us, why do we ask it? Why is it the natural question? Because British tradition tells
us Arthur did exist, and played a significant role in our history. It is not enough to say
that this tradition is too late to count as evidence for Arthur’s period. We still have to
account for its existence.

This is exactly what Richard Barber set out to do back in 1971, in The Figure of
Arthur. His thesis has been taken up and elaborated by others,” but the original is still
the clearest exposition. Barber wrote, as he says, to refute the ‘champions of

8 John Morris, The Age of Arthur, p329

8 John Morris, The Age of Arthur, p117

8 John Morris, The Age of Arthur, p507

8 O J Padel, The Nature of Arthurin Cambrian Medieval Celtic Studies 27 (Summer) 1994, pp 1-31 - see
Thomas Green, The Historicity and Historicisation of Arthur, p10

# particularly N J Higham King Arthur: Myth-Making and History
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Camelot’, whose opinion was in danger of being accepted for want of a challenger. He
argues that the Arthur accepted for most of the twentieth century, the Romano-British
general fighting the barbarian invaders of Britannia, was a figment of the historical
imagination. Faced with a vacuum in British history, a plausible lay character had to be
invented to fill it, a character which reflected our own values and concerns. So we
invented an Arthur who fought to preserve what we hold to be of value, a “last heroic
bearer of the flame of Roman civilization against the black barbarian night”.”

And that process of inventing Arthur did not begin in the twentieth century. Arthur has
always been recreated afresh in the image of his creators. This was true from the very
start, when Nennius (Barber here accepts his authorship) wrote the Historia
Brittonum. And this is the start, in Barber’'s view: the earliest securely dated text to
mention Arthur must be the first to have ever been written. So it was Nennius who
invented Arthur, and he did so to serve the needs of his own time and place.

The ninth century was a time of Welsh revival. For centuries isolated by their refusal
to come into the Roman fold, under constant military threat from their Saxon
neighbours and divided against themselves in small, warring principalities, the Welsh
had degenerated culturally, intellectually and militarily prior to Nennius' period. But in
finally in 768 the Welsh Church had accepted the Roman dating of Easter, and
progress was again possible. In the ninth century a new and energetic dynasty came
to power in Gwynedd. Merfyn Vrych was descended from Maglocunus on his mother's
side, but his father was from the north. On taking the throne he began the process of
uniting Wales by conquest, a task continued by his son Rhodri Mawr, Rhodri the Great.
It was Rhodri who in 855 won a notable victory over the Vikings, recorded in the Annals
of Ulster - his fame was known beyond his own shores.

In the ninth century Welsh isolation was over. The enlarged kingdom of Gwynedd,
now respectably Roman, was in close and stimulating contact with Ireland and with
Frankish Gaul. It enjoyed a cultural revival and an enormous increase in prestige and
confidence. Even the reconquest of parts of Saxon-held Britain now seemed possible,
with the once-mighty kingdom of Mercia in terminal decline. But what the new dynasty
lacked was a written history, a history which would justify its own rise to power and the
territorial expansion now in prospect. And so, Barber surmises, the patriot Nennius
invented the earliest British history, adapting Frankish and Roman legends to give the
British a pedigree that stretched back to Noah, via Troy. Where Gildas saw the Britons
as inept heirs of Rome, Nennius' inventions made them a separate nation. And it was
Nennius who gave them their national hero, Arthur.

Nennius had his sources. They were mostly northern, as the new dynasty came
from the north, and in them Nennius found a genuine Arthur, an obscure Irish prince, a
son or grandson of King Aedan of Dal Riada. Arthur of Dal Riada gave Nennius his
starting-point for the new British hero. Transposing this character back in time, and
uniting him with Badon, the victory briefly mentioned in Gildas' account of the British
resistance, Nennius gave the Britons what they lacked, a victorious war-leader and a
glorious past, and thus the hope, and the justification, of a still more glorious future.

°° Richard Barber, The Figure of Arthur, p17-18
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As Barber admits, his objective is to explain away the Arthur of British historical
tradition, and this is probably as good a theory as can be imagined for that purpose. It
is full of holes.

The first is Nennius’ surprising lack of invention. His section on Arthur consists of a
mere list of battles, occupying no more than half a page in Morris' translation. The
story of Vortigern in this text is about fifteen times as long, detailing the tyrant's
legendary struggles with St Germanus and with Ambrosius/Emrys, his relations with
the Saxons, and the fate of his sons and grandsons. Arthur, in contrast, appears out of
nowhere, fights twelve battles, and disappears as abruptly. It is hard to see how a king
of Gwynedd who commissioned his tame scholar to create a mighty British hero could
have been satisfied with this brief fragment - the more so when Nennius makes no
attempt to relate the new hero to Gwynedd’s new, ambitious dynasty.

For Nennius does not supply Arthur with a genealogy, though genealogy figures
large in his history. He even opens the Arthur section with a genealogical statement
about Arthur's opponents, yet never a word on Arthur's own origins. David Dumville
seems to regard this as evidence against Arthur, dismissing him as "a man without
position or ancestry in pre-Geoffrey Welsh sources". But being ahistorical has never
prevented anyone from having ancestors or descendants. The god Woden was
ancestor to many of the Saxon dynasties. Julius Caesar was descended from the
goddess Venus. The kings of Kent claimed descent from Hengest and Horsa - both of
whom are mythical, according to the current historical consensus, though they still
have ancestors of their own, going back either to Woden, or to a son of God, Geta
(Nennius, recording this genealogy, assures us this God was not the God of Gods,
but one of the idols they worshipped). The kings of Powys claimed descent from
Maximus, via his daughter Severa, who married Vortigern. Dark Age historians find the
claim laughable. The genealogies of this dark period, they assure us, are not to be
taken seriously, for they were invented to satisfy political need. And Nennius invented
Arthur to serve the needs of the kings of Gwynedd. But he invented for him no noble
ancestors and no succeeding line. If Arthur were to serve the ambitions of Gwynedd’s
new dynasty, he could do that best as a mighty ancestor, and that could have been
arranged with the flick of a pen. If Barber’s theory were correct, Nennius’ reticence is
baffling.

More puzzling still is how this scant invention of Nennius’ could have sparked the
mighty legend, believed in Geoffrey’s day by all the British peoples with a passion
verging on religious devotion. If Arthur were only invented in the ninth century, when the
Britons had already diverged into separate nations, then to adopt him as their national
hero these separate nations would each have to get rid of whatever national history
they treasured before his invention.

This problem seems not to have occurred to anti-Arthur historians because their
own devotion to the strictly textual evidence blinds them to the fact that ‘history’, for
most people throughout most of recorded time, was not written, it was oral. The fact
that a people have not left us with a record does not mean they themselves had no
idea of their own history. This is not history as academics define it. It is history as it
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was understood in the medieval and ancient world, a story about the past. An
elementary knowledge of psychology shows that everyone has a personal history, a
story about themselves that describes them to themselves, without which they would
mentally disintegrate. The same is true of nations, indeed, this is how nations exist as
nations. In the words of R H C Davis: "What no nation can be without is an image or
myth with which it can identify itself."” "No people can be a nation unless it can project
itself into timelessness by linking its history to a particular land, and it has no chance
of doing that unless it believes the link to be true."* The story of Arthur linked the British
people to the island of Britain, and defined them as a people, as the island’s rightful
inhabitants. But in Barber’s theory it did not do so before the ninth century, by which
time the British had divided into separate and frequently hostile kingdoms.

If the Arthur legend originated in ninth-century Gwynedd, and spread from there to
the rest of the British kingdoms, it did so at the expense of the histories these people
already cherished. How the Bretons, the Cornish, and even Gwynedd's deadly
enemies in Dyfed were persuaded to discard their traditional histories and adopt in
their place a propaganda hero invented to serve the interests of that north Welsh
kingdom, is difficult to imagine. That they could have done so on the basis of a couple
of paragraphs in a Latin text is simply incredible.

The writer of the Historia Brittonum cannot be responsible for the Arthur legend.
Barber’s theory cannot stand. We could theorise that some earlier creative talent was
responsible for its creation and spread, but we would have to do so on the basis of no
evidence whatsoever. And we would be doing so with only one purpose in mind, to get
rid of Arthur, not to explain the data we are faced with.

The most likely explanation for an Arthur revered by all the British peoples is that
someone of that name, or someone remembered under that name, really did exist
and played the role assigned to him in British tradition. For there was a successful
British resistance and, since military victories are not won by committees, someone
must have led it.

What'’s in a name?

The case for Arthur is the entire British tradition, late, fragmented and mythologised
though it may be. The case against Arthur is derived from Gildas’ sermon - one text,
one man’s voice. And that text has to be selectively interpreted.

If we accept the evidence of Gildas then we must accept the reality of a British victory
which culminated at Badon. Later British tradition, dating back at least to the ninth
century, claimed Badon was Arthur’s victory. Gildas does not mention Arthur, but since
Gildas names only two individuals from the fifth century, Ambrosius Aurelianus and
Aétius, this cannot logically be viewed as evidence against his existence. But in the
eyes of J N L Myres, it is absolutely conclusive evidence: ‘It is inconceivable that
Gildas, with his intense interest in the outcome of a struggle that he believed had
been decisively settled in the year of his own birth, should not have mentioned Arthur's

" R H C Davis, The Normans and their Myth, p49
2 R H C Davis, The Normans and their Myth, p59
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part in it had that part been of any political consequence.” But Gildas did not mention
Constantine the Great, Constantine lll, Pelagius and Germanus either. Is this because
he was not intensely interested in the Roman Empire’s role in the spread of
Christianity, or in Britain’s unfortunate tendency towards heresy and rebellion? Clearly
not.

Since Gildas neither mentions Arthur nor names the victor of Badon, there is no
conflict between his story and the later British tradition. But, says Thomas Green,
Gildas does name the victor of Badon, Ambrosius Aurelianus, a fact that has been
obscured by modern translations of his sermon. In The Historicity and Historicisation
of Arthur, published on the internet, Green calls on the authority of Oliver Padel, who
"has returned to the original manuscript ... and has been able to show that the break
evident in Winterbottom's edition (1978) has no manuscript authority”, and that with
this break removed Badon "reads naturally as the victory that crowned the career of
Ambrosius Aurelianus".* The break in question is, presumably, the paragraph
division in Winterbottom’s translation, which leaves Ambrosius Aurelianus in one
paragraph and Badon in the next. Paragraph divisions make the text easier to read,
but they do not alter its sense. With this break removed the story reads exactly as it did
before. It is beyond question that Gildas assigns all credit for the British resistance to
Ambrosius, but he nowhere says that Ambrosius fought at Badon. And if he had said
Ambrosius was the victor, how would that get rid of Arthur? Surely it would simply
mean that Ambrosius was Arthur.

Still more extreme is Richard Barber’'s suggestion® that the reason Gildas does not
give us the name of the commander at Badon is simply that he did not know it. And if
Gildas, writing only decades after the event, didn't know who led the British to that
significant victory, we can dismiss the ninth-century Historia Brittonum’s statement as
simple invention. The name of the Badon commander was lost before the mid-sixth
century. The period of the British resistance was already an obscure and half-forgotten
era by Gildas’ day, and his generation can have passed on no valid historical tradition
to those who came after. The materials for writing a history of this period were not
merely unavailable when the Historia was written, they had never existed.

There is a peculiar assumption underlying this theory, but it is not peculiar to
Barber. The idea that what Gildas didn’t know cannot have been known to any of his
contemporaries is also the basis of EA Thompson’s vision of post-Roman Britain, to
which Barber draws our attention. Thompson argues that since Gildas’ version of
British history in the Roman period is complete nonsense, then it follows that, in the
Britain of his day, “Knowledge of the outside world and knowledge of the past had
been wiped out of men's minds.”®

History has to be written from the written record, but that is no excuse for dispensing
with logic. We have only one surviving text, but its solitary survival shouldn’t give that

 J N L Myres, The English Settlements, p15

°* O J Padel, The Nature of Arthurin Cambrian Medieval Celtic Studies 27 (Summer) 1994, pp 1-31 - see
Thomas Green, The Historicity and Historicisation of Arthur, p7-8
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one text the authority of sacred scripture. Gildas’ errors and omissions are not even
proof of his own ignorance, let alone of an entire generation’s. That he failed to name
the victor of Badon is no kind of evidence that he couldn’t, let alone that no one else
could. At the time Gildas wrote, barely forty three years, according to his own
statement, after that battle, the probability is that there were men still alive who had
fought there. And is it likely none of those who took part in the battle boasted to their
children and grandchildren about their heroic past, or sang the praises of their
glorious leader? Does Richard Barber imagine these Dark Age Britons were a
different species from ourselves?

The attempt to exclude Arthur from history is sometimes taken to ludicrous
extremes. But why? The fact of the British resistance can’t be eliminated. Why should
historians feel the need to go to such lengths just to remove the name?
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Chapter 3

National Myths

These weren’t called the Dark Ages for nothing. Few people could write
so almost no fifth-century documents exist. Geoffrey of Monmouth’s
Arthur must have been a Briton, and as a Dark Age king would have
been far less refined and probably far less good looking than the
medieval king | played in Camelot.

Richard Harris, 2002”

The Arthur Deception

The problem with Arthur is the legend. Historians wish to discard the name, not
because of the paucity of historical evidence, but because of the power of the legend.
They are obliged to admit that there may have been an Arthur, someone bearing or
known by that name or something like it, who fought against the Saxons, but the point
is that he can have been nothing like the Arthur of popular imagination. That Arthur
derives from a medieval story, embroidered by poets and painters over many
centuries. What they have handed down to us is an image of Arthur as a Golden Age
king - and you cannot have a Golden Age king living in a Dark Age.

The British Dark Age is the primary evidence against the most famous British king.
Some historians do envisage an Arthur who might have existed in that period, but he
is the precise antithesis of the noble, chivalrous ruler, champion of justice and
defender of the weak that the stories commemorate. As Francis Prior explained in the
BBC’s Arthur, King of the Britons, the leader of the British resistance “wouldn’t have
had shining armour, because there wasn’t any shining armour in the fifth century AD.”
Thus he can have been neither glorious nor good: “He’d probably look pretty grubby ...
He was probably, | suspect, a pretty unpleasant bit of work, like most warlords are.”®
Geoffrey Wainwright sees him as a “tough little Celt”.* The Arthur acceptable to
academics would have to be a man of his era: nasty, brutish and short.

It is because the public persists in imagining an Arthur who could never have been
that Dark Age historians have resorted to excluding his name from history. The name
itself has the power to conjure up a Past As Wished For and these professional
historians feel themselves professionally obliged to demolish such false constructs.
Thus they still treat the Arthurian legend as if it were a deception, and Geoffrey of
Monmouth as if he had perpetrated a hoax. This approach does nothing to elucidate
the problem of Arthur.

Collingwood’s warning about selective use of the evidence was not addressed to
the general public, still less to twelfth-century storytellers, it was addressed to
" presenting Arthur, King of the Britons, broadcast on BBC One, 31st March 2002

% interviewed for Arthur, King of the Britons, broadcast on BBC One, 31st March 2002
* reported in The Times, Friday August 7th 1998
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professional historians. It is particularly inapplicable to the case, in that where Arthur
is concerned Dark Age historians habitually see only the speck in their brother’'s eye,
and not the log in their own. And we do have a far more useful and relevant tool for
unpicking this Arthurian knot: R H C Davis’ concept of National Myths.

The British Hero

As Davis says, no nation can be without an image or myth with which it can identify
itself. In The Normans and their Myth he argues that it was their national myth that held
the Normans together as a people. They came of various races, but what made them
a nation was their own belief in their nationhood, and in their national destiny. That
belief was encapsulated in the story of Rollo the Viking, a pagan led by God to found
the Norman nation, his conquests legitimised by conversion to Christianity and the
granting of his dukedom by the king of France. The British equivalent of Rollo is Arthur.

Arthur was the central point and pivot of his people's national myth. The once and
future king was bound up with their entire sense of themselves as a people. The
British of Geoffrey’s day were, in their own description, the original inhabitants of the
land of Britain, and still its rightful rulers. Though the best of their lands had been
taken by the treacherous Saxon they were not lost for good. Arthur, who in the time of
Badon had led them to victory against the invader, would surely return to lead them
once more.

The time when the British had held the island of Britain, between the Roman
‘Withdrawal’ and the Saxon Conquest, was not a Dark Age in their memory. It was their
lost Golden Age. Arthur was, for them, a Golden Age ruler. They were not lying. Given
what they had lost in the Saxon conquest, theirs was a perfectly valid perspective.

It is his people’s interpretation of the British past that Geoffrey of Monmouth, a
British patriot, bequeathed to the Middle Ages and so, eventually, to us. How the British
national myth, originally directed against the English, came to be cherished as a part
of the English national identity is a question that can be understood historically, odd
though it may appear at first glance.

It didn’t begin with Geoffrey. It began with the Norman conquest of England. There
was a large Breton contingent in William’s army, rewarded like the rest with land
grants in the newly acquired territory. But it wasn’t new to them. It was their rightful
inheritance, its return the fulfilment of prophecy. In the light of the British national myth
the Norman conquest of England could be presented, not as a violent usurpation, but
as a restitution. This is a view the Normans were happy to adopt.

Geoffrey’s history was written two generations after the conquest. Though he was
not the first to introduce Arthur to a non-Celtic audience, he is credited with turning the
Matter of Britain into the primary story cycle of medieval Europe, eclipsing in popularity
the Matter of France, the stories of Charlemagne and his companions, and the Matter
of Rome, tales of the ancient world, Alexander, the siege of Troy, etc. Patriotism was
certainly one of Geoffrey’s motives. But the book was written under the patronage of
one of the most powerful Norman lords of his day, Robert of Gloucester, bastard son
of King Henry | and grandson of the conqueror. Scholars are not agreed on exactly
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what use Geoffrey expected Robert to make of his history, but that a political use was
intended is beyond doubit.

The legend of Arthur was very deliberately exploited by later kings of England to
enhance their own prestige and to expand their dominion. As the French had
Charlemagne the first Holy Roman Emperor, the Plantagenets, so frequently at war
with them, had Emperor Arthur, a mighty predecessor to add glamour to their crown
and through his historical precedent legitimise their conquests. Thus Edward | cited
Geoffrey’s history before the papal court in 1301 in support of his claim to dominion
over the kingdom of Scotland, on the grounds that Arthur had ruled that land also.
Which doesn’t mean Edward was duped by Geoffrey. People do not need to be fooled
into promoting that which is in their own interest.

It was royal patronage that integrated Arthur, hammer of the Saxons, into the
English national myth. As the Norman kings married into the Wessex royal line, as the
Plantagenets adopted the forename Edward, the alien conquerors slowly transformed
themselves into the rightful rulers of England. Arthur, the adopted glorious ancestor of
England’s kings, was quite naturally adopted by the English themselves. So much so
that when Polydore Vergil in his history of England denounced Geoffrey and even
questioned Arthur’'s existence, his criticism was regarded by many as an outrageous
foreign attack on England’s national honour.

Renaissance scholarship did not expose Geoffrey, nor dispose of Arthur. Both
continued a source of inspiration in art and in politics throughout the sixteenth century.
Edmund Spenser's Arthurian epic, The Faerie Queen, was written in honour of
Elizabeth I. Two of Shakespeare's plays, King Lear and Cymbeline derive their stories
from Geoffrey’s book. And the renowned Renaissance scholar John Dee, advocating a
North Atlantic empire based on English sea power, still argued his case from the
British national myth: Elizabeth | was entitled to this dominion for it had been held
before by Arthur, ruler of Britain. It is to Dee, a Welshman, that we owe the term British
Empire, and Dee derived the concept from Geoffrey’s book. Thus the current use of the
term British, as a collective name for all the inhabitants of the island of Britain, is a
consequence of the Arthurian legend.

Arthur has not lost his appeal to the British people. It is only professional historians
who feel a profound antipathy to this once potent figure. What upsets them is the
perceived discrepancy between the Arthur of legend and any British leader who might
actually have existed in the period. There could be no Golden Age king in this Dark
Age. But how do they know it was a dark age?

An Age of Darkness
The idea of Dark Age Britain is not the result of academic study of the available
evidence. The name preceded any study of the evidence, and indeed originally
precluded any study of the evidence.

Under this term Dark Ages the entire period from the fall of Rome to the
Renaissance, that is, the rebirth of Rome in fourteenth-century ltaly, was once
contemptuously dismissed from consideration. One seventeenth-century historian,
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Gilbert Burnet, whose History of the Reformation encompassed the medieval period,
actually boasted of his ignorance of the source documents: “If any one has more
Patience than I, can think it worth while to search into that Rubbish...”"® For his efforts
he received a vote of thanks in both the House of Lords and the Commons and his
history remained influential for centuries.

The Dark Ages no longer include the medieval period. As John Morris pointed out,
better terms have been found for most of those one thousand years of history. It was
his contention that retaining the term for the time of British independence in the fifth
and sixth centuries still militates against a proper assessment of that era. It wasn’t
dark for lack of evidence. The evidence simply hadn’t been studied. And this charge
David Dumville, in his seminal attack on Morris, effectively admits: “Critical
assessment of the earliest of these sources... is still in its infancy” “The textual history
of Gildas’ De Excidio is not yet securely established” “The genealogical collections
have so far received almost no critical study” “..must await the time when
historiographical and literary-historical research may have reached the point ...” “A lot
of work must still be done on these problems, but there is a strong chance that we
shall have to reconstruct the Gildasian text...” "There is a vast amount of work to be
done here, but we rush it at our peril.""”

Morris argued for a whole new terminology. The pejorative Dark Ages, and its
variant the sub-Roman period, should be replaced by a more normal nomenclature,
which would give us the Age of Arthur. His fellow historians vehemently rejected the
suggestion along with his history. It was based on a study of Celtic texts which no
serious historian can now accept as useful historical sources. They prefer to stick with
the terms already in use - terms which derive from no academic study whatsoever.

As John Morris remarks, “The term ‘Dark Ages’ is not the innocent invention of
conscientious academics, stumped for the want of a clearer term.” The term has
always had political implications, and it is in politics that its origins lie.

The Heirs of Rome

The assumptions underlying the term Dark Ages have been so often repeated they are
made to seem like facts. Rome fell to the barbarians in the fifth century, and this was a
tragedy for mankind. But if the fall of Rome was such a plain and catastrophic fact,
how come it was passed over for a thousand years, unlamented, even unnoticed?

It was in 1453 that the historian Biondo proposed to treat Alaric's sack of Rome in
410 as marking the end of an historical epoch. In this he broke decisively with the
historiography of medieval Europe. Rome had until then been considered the last of
the four great world empires, destined to endure until the end of the world. The notion
originates in the fifth century, with Augustine’s pupil Orosius, and with the Roman
Christian notion that the Empire was God’s instrument for spreading the Christian
message. As Christ's message must reach all mankind before the Last Days, Rome
could not fall until that time; hence the saying Quando cadet Roma, cadet et Mundus -

% Edwin Jones, The English Nation, p71
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‘when Rome falls, the universe will fall with it'."®

For medieval Europe, the Fall of Rome was an event in the future. What we see as
the end of the western empire was to them merely a transformation, and a
transference. The principal powers of medieval Europe, the Roman Church and the
Holy Roman Empire, both claimed to derive their authority from the ancient Empire. It
was admitted there had been a gap in the succession of western Emperors, but the
theory was that the imperial power in the west had then been invested in the Church,
until in 800 AD Pope Leo lll elevated the Frankish King Charlemagne to the Imperial
throne, an event known as the translatio ad francos (or, more fully, translatio imperii ad
francos et teutonicos). Pope and Emperor were thereafter left to dispute which of them
had the prime authority.

Enlightened writers mocked their pretensions: The German dominion was,
infamously, neither Holy, nor Roman, nor an Empire. So far from inheriting the Roman
imperium it was the invading hordes of German barbarians who had destroyed the
superior culture of the ancient world, replacing it with their own, inferior Gothic models.
As for the Roman Church, her claims were based on the Donation of Constantine, a
forgery which the intellects of pre-Renaissance Europe proved incapable of
penetrating: "Such was the state of scholarship at that time, no one saw through it,
though a schoolboy could do so today. It was not until a papal aid, Lorenzo Valla, took
it apart line by line in 1440 that it was proved to be a fraud"."™ The Church also had no
part in an imperial inheritance but was, as much as the German hordes, the cause of
its demise. The high intellectual culture of the Classical world was reduced to ruin not
only by the horrors of barbarian invasion, but by the blind fanaticism of her
superstitious, idle, ignorant monks.

This view has been modified down the years, but not substantially changed.
Constant repetition has made this story of the Fall of Rome and its aftermath seem
like a fact. But it is not a fact. The facts can be marshalled to tell a very different story.

The Roman Empire did not fall to the German barbarians in 410 AD. Alaric sacked
the city of Rome in that year. The empire’s principal city at that time was
Constantinople. Old Rome wasn’t even the capital of the western empire. The western
Emperor Honorius survived the attack in his untouched capital, Ravenna. The
elevation of western Emperors continued until 476, when the German Odovacer
deposed Romulus Augustulus and ruled ltaly as king. He did so with the connivance
of the Senate and the consent of the eastern Emperor Zeno, who conferred on him the
titte of Patrician and himself continued to rule as sole Emperor over the Roman
Empire. Zeno was not relinquishing the western half of the empire, he was just
granting another capable barbarian an official position of authority within it.

The German hordes did not break into the Empire in an unstoppable wave in the
fifth century AD. Alaric was stopped, by Stilicho - who was a Vandal. The first German
settlement was actually in the third century, part of the general upheaval marking the
end of the ‘Golden Age of the Antonines’. Gibbon describes the 'horrid picture' in the

reign of Gallienus, 260-268: nineteen usurpers raised against the legitimate, if
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contemptible, authority of the Emperor; a successful Persian invasion of the eastern
Empire; central authority disintegrated, large sections of the Empire ruled locally,
including the kingdom of Palmyra whose separation was made official; Egypt
devastated by the mindless violence of the Alexandrian masses, heirs to the
combined vices of their mixed Greek and Egyptian parentage; Roman rule
permanently overthrown in Isauria, a mountain region in Asia Minor, her people
"returned to the savage manners from which they had never perfectly been
reclaimed";" the Empire invaded by numerous Germanic peoples, amongst them the
Heruli, whose chief, outmatched, "accepted an honourable capitulation, entered with a
large body of his countrymen into the service of Rome and was invested with the
ornaments of the consular dignity."™ This was a sign of things to come.

By the time of Alaric many Germans were already incorporated into the Empire, as
much forced over the frontier by the pressure of other peoples migrating out of central
Asia as they were drawn in by the wealth of Rome. They were not entirely unwelcome:
the Roman Empire was suffering from depopulation, in part caused by the extreme
economic oppression of its lower classes, and German immigrants helped make
good the shortage of soldiers and agricultural labour. They were also, as we have
seen, very useful against rebellious peasants. Alaric's followers were eventually
employed by Rome in this capacity. But this was a return to form - they were Roman
allies before the sack of Rome.

The Visigoths, the Western Goths, were already settled within the empire before
Alaric's elevation to the kingship, having entered originally as refugees fleeing from the
Huns, with the permission of Emperor Valens and on condition they surrender their
weapons. It was the greed and corruption of the Roman officials that turned the Goths
from allies to enemies. They kept their weapons, on payment of a bribe, but were fed
only at outrageous prices. The starving Goths turned to plunder. The officials tried to
assassinate their leaders. War broke out. At Adrianople in 378 the Goths smashed the
Roman army and overran the Balkans. They eventually entered into a treaty with
Emperor Theodosius, after he had failed to subdue them.

Alaric’s attack on Rome was not an invasion from without but a revolt from within.
The Gothic king was a disruptive opportunist, but not an overwhelming threat. He was
checked repeatedly by Stilicho, commander in chief of the western armies.
Unfortunately for Rome, Honorius' government seems to have considered Stilicho a
worse threat than Alaric; a palace conspiracy destroyed him. Alaric was left free to
ravage ltaly - had he wished to. But what the Gothic king was really after was not the
destruction of the Empire but a position within it commensurate with his regal dignity
and military supremacy: the post of Master of Soldiers, still vacant after the death of its
last German occupant, seemed a reasonable prospect. It was two whole years after
the execution of Stilicho, when Honorius' government had repulsed all his attempts to
reach a settlement, that Alaric finally sacked Rome.

Eight years later Alaric’s Goths, now under Wallia, returned to their Roman alliance

and were settled in Aquitania. And this was the norm. Every other German tribe who
1% Edward Gibbon, The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, chapter 10 part 4 (Low, p110)
1% Edward Gibbon, The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, chapter 10 part 3 (Low, p110)
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migrated into the Empire, save only the Vandals in Africa and, arguably, the Saxons in
Britain, was settled in its new home by the Roman state machinery, "under ordinary
billeting laws, that had been established long ago to provide temporary maintenance
for troops on the move."" They were there by permission. They could be removed. In
488 the Emperor Zeno ungranted the title of Patrician to Odovacer and conferred it on
the Ostrogoth king, Theodoric (though it was left it to Theodoric to enforce the
decision). Theodoric’s heirs, in turn, were overthrown by Emperor Justinian, and lItaly,
along with North Africa, Southern Spain and the Mediterranean islands was subject to
direct rule from the east. Visigothic power in Gaul was ended at the decision of the
Imperial authorities and replaced by Frankish dominion. Procopius reports that the
Merovingian kings of the Franks never felt secure in their position unless the Emperor
ratified their title."™ One can readily believe it.

The Church played a major role in the rise of the Franks and the downfall of the
Goths in Gaul. The Goths were Arians, converted to that heretical form of Christianity
before their incursion into the Empire. The Franks entered the empire as pagans, and
were baptised into the orthodox faith - that is, the faith of the Empire. But the Church
was not something separate from the Empire. It was part of the Empire, part of the
administrative machinery of the state. It was what remained in the west when the rest
of the state machinery disintegrated. The popes really had inherited a quasi-Imperial
power, and even an Imperial title, Pontifex Maximus, originally the appellation of the
high priest of pagan Rome, but held by all Roman Emperors from the time of Julius
Caesar until the pious Theodosius refused the honour. It was Theodosius' co-
emperor, Gratian, the victim of Maximus' usurpation, who resigned the title to Pope
Damasus, decades before Rome fell to Alaric. When the western emperors left the
city, the popes remained. Ravenna, secular capital of Italy under German kings and
Byzantine exarchs, never acquired the ecclesiastical prestige of old Rome.

The eastern Emperor remained the official ruler of the Christian west until Pope
Leo lll crowned Charlemagne in 800. It was to counter the inevitable charge of
rebellion that the papacy concocted the infamous Donation of Constantine.
Theoretically the eastern emperor could have elevated a colleague to the long
redundant post of western emperor, as his predecessors had done in the fifth century.
The Donation appeared to give the pope the same privilege. The document was a
forgery, but papal inheritance from the Empire was no lie. The exercise of that power
proves its reality; the eastern emperor's rule over ltaly was ended, and his authority
transferred to the Frank king, by papal decision.

The eastern Roman Empire was finally destroyed by Islam, but the process took
centuries. It was in the sixth century that the prophet Mohammed began preaching. By
630 all Arabia had united under his new religion and his followers turned to external
conquests. Persia, reduced to political chaos following a decisive defeat at the hands
of the Emperor Heraclius, fell to Muslim rule within decades. Eastern Rome, equally
exhausted by the recent conflict, proved too weak to defend herself against the new

threat. All her southern provinces fell to Islam in the seventh century, first Syria,
7 John Morris, The Age of Arthur, p22
'8 Procopius, History of the Wars, V11.33.4
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Palestine and Egypt, and then North Africa. By 720 most of Spain was in Muslim
hands. Further expansion into the western empire was checked in 732, at the battle of
Poitiers. The victor was Charles Martel, grandfather of the Emperor Charlemagne. The
Roman Empire, now once again divided into two halves, continued to lose ground to
Islam, despite the crusades - which originated in a request by the eastern Emperor for
assistance from his fellow Christians against the common foe. But it was not until
1435 that Constantinople finally fell to the Turkish Sultan Mahomet Il, eleven centuries
after Constantine the Great made it the capital of the empire - and only 18 years before
Biondo wrote Rome's epitaph.

So which is a Past as Wished For, the translatio ad francos or the Fall of Rome?
The honest answer must be that they both are, the facts could be made to support
either, it just depends on who’s doing the wishing. But it was not the Progress of
Reason, or the academic study of the facts, that caused the one to replace the other; it
was politics.

The origins of the Fall of Rome, as an idea, lie in the medieval dispute between
Pope and Emperor over which of them had inherited the power of the Roman
Emperors. It was in ltaly that the conflict most frequently came to a head. In
consequence two political factions developed in ltaly, the Guelfs and the Ghibellines.
The Guelfs, encouraged by the popes, sought to free their city states from imperial rule
and establish republics on the ancient model - a policy roundly condemned by Dante
Alighieri, who ironically is often treated as the first Renaissance poet. Dante was a
Florentine Ghibelline, exiled from his native city for his convictions. He denounced
Guelf politics as divisive and racist, as well as theologically unsound.”™ But the Guelfs
won. Their actions implicitly denied the translatio ad francos. A Renaissance ltalian,
the secretary of four successive popes, was later to deny it explicitly. Biondo’s notion of
the Fall of Rome redefined the historical role of the Germans, and thus of the Holy
Roman Emperors: They were not the heirs to the Roman Empire, they were its
destroyers, and rebellion against them was thereby legitimised. The Enlightenment
view of history originates in an Italian national myth.

The Politics of History
A Past as Wished For is a construction arrived at by a selective and partial use of the
historical data. A national myth is a very different thing. It is not meant to be impartial.
The ftranslatio ad francos was a pan-European national myth. It legitimised the
power structures of western Europe in the medieval period. A claim of political descent
from the Roman Empire was a claim to legitimate power. The Italian national myth of
the Fall of Rome delegitimised the Holy Roman Emperors by denying this political
descent. The true heirs of Rome were the Italian republicans themselves, the racial
descendants of the ancient Romans. Adopted by Enlightenment historians this Italian
national myth became the next pan-European myth. It served to delegitimise the
Roman Church, the political authorities she supported and indeed the entire edifice of
medieval Christian thought. A thousand years of our history could be written off as the

' see Richard Kay, Dante’s Swift and Strong, esp. p191-206
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Sleep of Reason. Only with the Renaissance, and the rediscovery of the ancient world,
could progress begin again. The Roman inheritance had skipped a millennium.
Rome’s true heirs, her intellectual descendants, were their Enlightened selves.

None of this has anything to do with academic analysis of the historical data. No
one discovered the British Dark Ages by analysing the data. No one discovered the fall
of Rome by analysing the data “nd no one discovered that ancient Rome was a
pinnacle of human achievement .= which later societies might aspire through anything
resembling an academic study of the facts.

The Roman Empire, at its height, was not what most of us would regard as an ideal
society. Granted the Romans left a vast quantity of remains to entertain the
archaeologist, and plenty of documents for the historian to engage with, yet all this
evidence of a ‘higher’ culture does not add up to a good life for the maijority. Liberty,
equality and fraternity had no place in the Roman system. Power and wealth were
concentrated in the hands of the few. Those admired marble palaces, with their
mosaics, murals and under-floor heating, were enjoyed by a tiny elite. For most,
incorporation into the Roman Empire meant a rapid descent into dire poverty. Of
course there was the compensation of bread and circuses, for the Roman masses at
least. The bread was extracted from the overtaxed peasants of Egypt and Africa, the
circuses were bloody spectacles in which people and animals were publicly tortured
as a form of entertainment. The human victims of these games might be criminals,
prisoners of war, or simply slaves bought for the purpose. And slaves were not a
small minority in the Roman system. They constituted around one third of the
population, who did not even own themselves, who could be sold apart from their
families, who could give evidence only under torture (and it was used)," who did not
have the right to refuse the sexual demands of their masters. The full horror of this is
evidenced in the writings of early Christian apologists: "l pity the boys possessed by
the slave-dealers, that are decked for dishonour. But they are not treated with ignominy
by themselves, but by command the wretches are adorned for base gain." "And as the
ancients are said to have reared herds of oxen, or goats, or sheep, or grazing horses,
SO now we see you rear children only for this shameful use... And you receive the hire
of these, and duty and taxes from them"."" The Roman poet Horace puts the matter
more lightly, from the master's perspective: "When your pecker's stiff, why torture it? A
servant girl is there to serve, and house boys will serve as well. I'm not fastidious. |
love an easy Venus, one who comes at call."™

Veneration of Rome was never a consequence of academic study. It is a genuine
medieval inheritance. Rome has been the font and symbol of legitimate authority
throughout most of European history. The Middle Ages looked to Christian Rome, to
the Empire of Constantine, as the source of God-given authority. The Italian city states
of the Renaissance took republican Rome as their model. For the Enlightenment, it
was the pagan Empire under philosopher emperors like Marcus Aurelius. Edward
'"® see M | Finley, Ancient Slavery and Modern Ideology, p95
""" Clement of Alexandria, The Instructor, 3.3; Justin Martyr, The First Apology, 27 trans. Philip Schaff in

The Apostolic Fathers with Justin Martyr and Irenaeus, on www.ccel.org/
""? Horace, Satire 1.2, trans. John Svarlien on www.stoa.org/diotima/anthology/horsat1.2.shtml
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Gibbon terms it the golden age of the Antonines: "If a man were called to fix the period
in the history of the world during which the condition of the human race was most
happy and prosperous, he would, without hesitation, name that which elapsed from
the death of Domitian to the accession of Commodus. The vast extent of the Roman
empire was governed by absolute power, under the guidance of virtue and wisdom."™

When the Arthurian golden age was discarded it wasn’t because men had ceased
to believe in golden ages. The golden age had shifted in time and space. It was three
centuries earlier, and its epicentre a long way south of their own homeland.
Independent Britain was now at the nadir of the cycle. This looks strangely like a
useful national myth being discarded in favour of one highly derogatory of the nation,
but in truth it is no such thing. Once again the process has to be understood
historically.

It was not in the Renaissance that the Italian national myth displaced the British.
England and Wales - or Britain as Dee’s new terminology would have it - were then
ruled by the Tudors, a dynasty with roots in Wales and a tenuous claim to descent
from Arthur. But it was political changes originating in the Tudor period which made a
change in national myth inevitable.

In 1533 Henry VIl discarded his first wife, a Spanish princess who had failed to
provide a male heir, and married Ann Boleyn. As the pope of the time was in the power
of Queen Catherine’s relatives he could not get an annulment, so the new marriage
entailed a breach with the papacy. But the British national myth and the Ghibelline
tradition were well able to accommodate this change. Foxe’s Acts and Monuments of
the English Church, more popularly known as Fox’s Book of Martyrs, which was by
government orders placed on display in every cathedral church in the country,
presents Elizabeth I, Henry and Anne’s daughter, as the New Constantine. The first
English edition of the book contains the dedication “Constantine the greate and
mightie Emperour, the sonne of Helene an Englyshe woman of this your realme and
country...” with an illuminated capital C portraying Elizabeth as Justice trampling the
pope underfoot.” Elizabeth, the royal virgin, was the true heir to the Roman Emperors
in this corner of the empire, and the head of its Church. The British national myth
allowed the Protestant Reformation to be presented, not as a rebellion against a
previous authority, but as a return to the original purity of faith after centuries of Papal
usurpation and interference.”

But the massive growth of state power under the Tudors sowed the seeds of the
next revolution, and that one proved fatal to the old national myth. Arthur survived the
change of dynasty. James | apparently showed no interest but his eldest son Prince
Henry commissioned artists to work on Arthurian themes. But Arthur was,
inescapably, a symbol of royal authority, inextricably bound up with the Divine Right of
Kings. When Charles | was executed in 1649, Arthur fell with him.

The Parliamentarians were squarely on the side of the Saxons. Study of Saxon law
had bolstered them in their struggle against the Crown, for they saw themselves as

''® Edward Gibbon, The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, Chapter 3 part 2 (Low, p1)
" Francis A Yates, Astraea, p42-3
''* Edwin Jones, The English Nation, p49-53
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‘rebels against a ‘Norman yoke’, revitalised by Tudor authority, and strove consciously
to revive what they held to be their native tradition”." Milton exemplifies the transition:
in his youth he had intended to write an Arthurian epic himself, but in his maturity
dismissed the entire Arthurian matter as 'trash’.

But when revolutionaries become the new authority, they naturally turn into
authoritarians. The Protectorate was followed by the Restoration and the Glorious
Revolution, as the wealthier Parliamentarians found it more profitable to share power
with kings than with Levellers and the like. And as authority shifts, the historical
exemplars justifying that authority must shift with it. The Anglo-Saxons and their
ancestral freedoms ceased to provide a useful precedent, particularly to the men who
had absorbed not only monastery lands but common lands too. The Middle Ages, its
myths - and its charters - likewise had no appeal. The post-Revolutionary ruling class,
the beneficiaries of change, looked further back for a symbol of enduring authority.
They looked to Rome.

It is highly unusual for any nation to incorporate a derogatory view of itself in its
national history, but that is not what was actually happening here. The English ruling
class were classically educated, heirs to the culture of Rome in their own view.
Commoners might look to Saxon freedoms as a cherished inheritance. Rome, in
contrast, was the ideal of those who held power.

This class division is already emerging in the time of Elizabeth |, as evidenced in
Gabriel Harvey's letter to his friend Edmund Spencer suggesting he abandon his
Arthurian epic, The Faerie Queen. The theme being rustic, not classical, it is no fit
subject for a man of Spencer's talents: "If so be the Fairy Queen be fairer in your eye
than the Nine Muses, and Hobgoblin run away with the garland from Apollo... but there
is an end for this once, and fare you well, till God or some good Angel put you in a
better mind"."”

The native tradition, with its art, its models and its myths, did not entirely disappear
but became the preserve of the defeated and the degraded, of uncultured classes and
despised races. William Blake, product of an English artisan class which, at the end
of the eighteenth century, was fighting a losing battle against the forces of industrial
progress, identified Arthur with his giant Albion, the personification of Britain, and from
the most mystical of Arthurian legends created what is surely our alternative National
Anthem: "And did those feet in ancient time, walk upon England's mountains green?"
This poem, in the preface of Blake's Milton, is preceded by a call to arms addressed to
his fellow artists, to shake off the pernicious influence of 'the silly Greek & Latin slaves
of the Sword': "We do not want either Greek or Roman Models if we are but just & true
to our own Imaginations, those Worlds of Eternity in which we shall live for ever in
Jesus our Lord." Rome, for Blake, represented a satanic, anti-Christian authority,
perpetuating itself through the centuries to his own time:

Titus! Constantine! Charlemaine!
O Voltaire! Rousseau! Gibbon! Vain
''® John Morris, The Age of Arthur p509
""" The letter is dated 7th April, 1580.
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Your Grecian Mocks and Roman Sword
Against this image of his Lord!"®

Historical perspectives are not the accidental consequence of academic study.
Geoffrey’s history was adopted by England’s rulers for its usefulness. Itis because it
provided an historical precedent for the English Crown to claim dominion over
neighbouring Celtic countries that David Starkey condemns it as a very bad book.™
But that is to confuse cause and effect.

When the British national myth was discarded, that didn’t bring English Imperialism
to an end. It just meant there was a need for a new historical precedent, and for the
classically educated there was one readily to hand. The Roman Empire became, from
the time of the Enlightenment, an historical justification for the British Empire, and
continued to be seen in that light well into this century. Just as Rome had once
brought the blessings of civilization to benighted barbarian regions, so the British
Empire spread the blessings of civilization to the regions she conquered, and the first
benighted savages to benefit from her expansion were, of course, her Celtic
neighbours.

The English crown's attempted conquest and colonisation of the Celtic nations on
her borders had gone on throughout the Middle Ages, but in the seventeenth century it
entered a particularly vicious phase. At the time that Geoffrey of Monmouth's history
was discarded by educated Englishmen and its view of our pre-Roman ancestors
replaced with an image of savages dressed in skins, a Celtic culture in Ireland
genuinely rooted in the pre-Roman past finally collapsed under the genocidal assault
of English Imperialism. This can hardly be a coincidence.

Enlightenment and Empire

England’s Enlightened ruling classes were committed to a veneration of the Roman
Empire on the simple premise that one good empire justifies another. Just as the
Roman Empire spread the benefits of a higher civilization to the regions it conquered,
so the British Empire expanded by force of arms to the benefit of all mankind.

The attitude is brilliantly satirised in Sellar and Yeatman's 1066 And All That - A
Memorable History of England, comprising all the parts you can remember, including
103 Good Things, 5 Bad Kings, and 2 Genuine Dates, and dedicated to "the Great
British People without whose self-sacrificing determination to become Top Nation
there would have been no (memorable) history". The book opens with the second
memorable date in British history, Julius Caesar's invasion of Britain, which was a
Good Thing, “since the Britons were only natives at that time." This was written in the
1930s, but we still get the joke, because the mentality is still familiar.

Orthodox academic tradition is a direct descendant of the Enlightenment. The
Enlightenment's view of our pre-Roman ancestors is just as much a legend as
Geoffrey of Monmouth's story of Brutus the Trojan, great-grandson of Aeneas, who led

the first human inhabitants into the land of Britain. Of course no historian now would
8 William Blake, Jerusalem: To the Deists.
" see above, Chapter 1.2, The Pseudo-history of Britain
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defend the Enlightenment myth in its entirety: though the image of the British cavemen
in fur bikinis still occasionally surfaces, it is no longer found in academic works. But
the fact is, conventional academic history has evolved out of Enlightenment myth, and
as the following examples illustrate, it hasn't evolved very far.

Graham Webster and Donald R Dudley's The Rebellion of Boudicca was published
in 1962. Rebellion is not really an accurate label. Boudicca was the queen of the Iceni,
ruler of a client kingdom on the borders of the Empire which, on the death of her
husband in 60 AD, Rome unilaterally decided to absorb. When the widowed queen
objected she was flogged, her daughters gang-raped, and her court plundered. This
ritual degradation of deposed royalty is not a unique event in the annals of Rome. The
gospels tell us Jesus Christ was subjected to a mock coronation before the torture of
crucifixion. This is not an analogy brought out by our authors, who, though regarding
the degradation of Boudicca as a regrettable incident and describing the Roman
perpetrators as ruffians, still express the view that the queen herself must have done
something to provoke it! The atrocities supposedly committed by Boudicca's
followers™ they do not regard as something the Romans brought on themselves, but
equate instead to the 'bestiality’ of the Mau Mau rebels against British rule, suggesting
they were intended to compromise all participants, leaving no course open but a fight
to the finish - which ignores the fact that Rome had put the Iceni in that position
already.

But the truly mythic passage is their attempt to deduce the date of Boudicca's
marriage from the ages of the princesses: “In 59 these girls were too young to play
any political part in the rebellion, but old enough to be raped. To ask how old that is
may be thought to treat history as an art rather than a science. But one is perhaps
entitled to hope that the younger girl was at least twelve, even fourteen: her sister must
have been at least a year older."” Considering what we know of Roman sexuality, we
are surely not 'entitled to hope' any such thing, but that is by the by. The point is that
here we have two academics in the latter half of the twentieth century seeking to put
the best gloss on a Roman political atrocity nineteen centuries old. Why?

The same authors have a comment or two to make on the druids, those wicked
fomenters of discontent and sedition against the righteous rule of the Romans.
Archaeologists, they tell us, have discovered slave chains on the island of Anglesey,
the druids' headquarters according to Roman authorities. Thus hard evidence
disposes of our romantic illusions on this ancient Celtic priesthood: "The
characteristic achievement of our age is to find the slave chains of the druids, in place
of speculating on their views about the immortality of the soul."™”

And on the subject of slavery, this is from R H Barrow's The Romans, first published
in 1949 but still in print as late as 1976: "Of course, cases of cruelty were common
enough; but legislation restricted it as public opinion made itself felt, and masters like

2 The story is that noble Roman women were impaled on stakes with their breasts sewn to their mouths,
but the source of this tale gives strong grounds for treating it as a complete fabrication: see below, Chapter
4.2, The Druids and Stonehenge

> Donald R Dudley & Graham Webster, The Rebellion of Boudicca, p48

'?2 Donald R Dudley & Graham Webster, The Rebellion of Boudicca, p130.

72



Heretic Emperor: The Controversy

Pliny were kind enough, not to say indulgent. Many a slave was the trusted friend of his
master. Indeed, slavery comes nearest to its justification in the early Roman Empire;
for a man from a 'backward' race might be brought within the pale of civilization,
educated and trained in a craft or profession, and turned into a useful member of
society."™ Backward races - that would include the Celts, of course.

It is this mentality that underlies the terminology still in use, ‘the Dark Ages’, ‘the
sub-Roman period’. Sub-Roman stands in the same relation to Roman as subhuman
stands to human. As R G Collingwood explains in Roman Britain, published 1936:
"this... was a period of moral degeneration. The higher civilization of the lowland zone
was undermined by truckling to the lower civilization of its new masters. Men like
Vortigern imposed their standards on Britain. From 455, when the new Easter was
accepted by the British church, we hear of no more cultural and spiritual contacts
between Britain and the Mediterranean world ... Roman Britain is now rapidly dying,
and we are reaching the 'sub-Roman' period, when men lived on the relics of
Romanity diluted in a pervading medium of Celticism."™ Charles Thomas in 1986,
takes the same view: "Britain's history between 400 and 800 can - loosely, but
justifiably - be labelled sub-Roman... the general course of affairs in the 5th century
demonstrates that the structure of Britannia, left to itself, was inadequate to uphold the
imprint of Rome - to survive in isolation, maintaining the fruits of progress and
discipline."™

The most extreme case must be E A Thompson, who in 1984 concluded that the
ultimate result of Rome’s departure was that sixth-century Britain collapsed into a total
intellectual vacuum: "The most frightening feature in the picture drawn by Gildas is not
the destruction of city-life in Britain or the break-up of the Imperial system with its
guarantee of peaceful life, but rather the destruction of knowledge itself. Knowledge of
the outside world and knowledge of the past had been wiped out of men's minds."™

So that’s how the Dark Ages came into being. Roman rule ended; the native culture
of Britain revived. The process is usually called decolonisation. Is it necessarily a Bad
Thing? Any scholar of conventional outlook, raised in the time of the British Empire
would have known that it must have been a catastrophe for the native British. In those
days that was the prevailing view. Even George Orwell, hardly the most obvious
apologist for Empire, predicted in the 1940s' that if Britain pulled out of India the
country would inevitably be recolonised by a new invader, there would be a complete
economic collapse, and thousands would die in the resulting famines. As it turned
out, that's not what happened in India. How do we know it is what happened in post-
Roman Britain? We have the evidence of Gildas - one man!

Gildas' The Ruin of Britain is not a history, historians assure us, it's a sermon: Its
historical section was intended purely to back the sermon's theme, a denunciation of
the British lay and ecclesiastical authorities of the day. It is marked by Gildas' "hatred

'?* R H Barrow, The Romans, Penguin Books Ltd, Harmondsworth, 1976, p99

2 R G Collingwood and J N L Myres, Roman Britain and the English Settlements, p315
25 Charles Thomas, Celtic Britain, Thames and Hudson, London, 1986, p37-8

26 E A Thompson, Saint Germanus of Auxerre and the End of Roman Biritain, p115

'?7 In an essay entitled The Lion and the Unicorn
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for everything that is native to Britain and his admiration of the golden Roman past"?,
which is to say he might not be impartial. So how far can we trust Gildas? Historians
trust him implicitly. His history is obviously complete nonsense for most of its length,
but it is assumed to be honest nonsense. Gildas told the truth in so far as he knew it.
For his own period he is an eye-witness, and his testimony must be credited as fact.
But as for earlier periods, his catalogue of historical errors must be put down to
ignorance, an ignorance he must have shared with all his contemporaries. And so we
have the melodramatic picture of Dark Age Britain's total cultural collapse, knowledge
itself being ‘wiped out of men's minds.’

“IMJany historians share the outlook of established authority”™® , John Morris
reminds us at the conclusion of The Age of Arthur. Of course they're entitled to, but this
does introduce the possibility of a biased consensus. This is particularly relevant
when so much depends on a single text. History has to be written from the written
record, and all we have is Gildas, whose pro-Roman, anti-British bias matches that of
the historians who study him. Is Gildas really evidence for Britain’s collapse into a
Dark Age? Or does their belief that this was a dark age predispose historians to credit,
on the evidence of one text, the post Roman collapse of Britain’s economy to
subsistence level and the complete disintegration of her intellectual life? And there is
a still more fundamental question, one which Dark Age historians don’t seem to have
thought to ask: Why is Gildas the only text we have contemporary with Arthur's period?

28 Richard Barber, The Figure of Arthur, p45
'#¢ John Morris, The Age of Arthur, 509
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Chapter 4

Forbidden Histories

During the first part of the eighteenth century the possession of an Irish
book made the owner a suspect person, and was often the cause of his
ruin. In some parts of the country the tradition of the danger incurred by
having Irish manuscripts lived down to within my own memory; and |
have seen Irish manuscripts which had been buried until the writing
had almost faded, and the margins rotted away, to avoid the danger
their discovery would entail at the visit of the local yeomanry.

Eugene O’Curry, 1873

The Nature of the Record

There are two sides to every story. But in history quite commonly only one gets told.
For history has to be written from the record, but both the record, and the historical
tradition within which it is interpreted, are an inheritance from the past - from the
victors. Historians are perfectly aware of this bias, but generally they are not inclined to
stretch themselves to correct it since it is a bias which agrees with their own. Most
historians share the outlook of established authority, as John Morris remarks. They
tend to favour the concept of progress and to take a deterministic view of their subject,
as if the Darwinian notion of the survival of the fittest applied also to nations and
cultures. The best man must have won; against the verdict of history there is no
appeal.

There is an almost religious commitment to this veneration of the victor among
historians. And indeed it was originally a religious belief. Though Rationalist
terminology has come to replace the biblical, Progress is the child of Providence, and
Providence a direct descendant of the God of Victories, the God who sanctioned
Cromwell’s slaughter of the Irish as He sanctioned Joshua’s slaughter of the
Canaanites. Certain unorthodox groups, defeated religious traditions, had another
name for this deity: laldabaoth, Rex Mundi, the demonic lord of this world. William
Blake called him Old Nobodaddy.

Not everyone takes the side of the conquistadors. There is an alternative, Romantic
view which does not accept that everything happens for the best in this the best of all
possible worlds, which holds that the March of Progress has trampled something
valuable into the dust, that defeated peoples and traditions may have been guardians
of a superior wisdom which could still be revived, and which may prove vital for our
futures. This view has many adherents. Every year a wealth of books on ‘alternative’
history are published and they do not suffer from a shortage of readers. But all this is
outside official academia. Respectable historians have no trouble dismissing it with
contempt. Real history has to be from the written record, and the written record,

preserved by the winning side, quite naturally supports official history, the winners
% On the Manners and Customs of the Ancient Irish, see Peter Berresford Ellis, The Druids, p197
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history. But what happens when it doesn’t?

In the middle of the last century two caches of ancient documents were unearthed
from the deserts of the Middle East. Both were buried in jars and hidden in order to
preserve them from destruction at the hands of history’s victors. The Dead Sea scrolls
were found in 1947, in caves above the ancient Jewish settlement of Qumran, from
where they are assumed to originate. It is thought these Jewish religious texts were
hidden during one of the Judaean revolts against Roman rule. The Nag Hammadi
library was discovered in the Egyptian desert in 1945. These largely Gnostic texts are
believed to have been hidden by monks from a nearby Coptic monastery, to save them
from a purge initiated in 367 AD by bishop Athanasius of Alexandria against heretics
and their “apocryphal books to which they attribute antiquity and give the name of
saints”.™

Before the discovery of these texts what historians knew of Gnosticism came largely
from the writings of its enemies, Church fathers who from the second century AD had
branded it a heresy which had insinuated itself into the Christian body, an alien
penetration from without. The academic world had accepted that verdict. Adolf von
Harnack, at the end of the nineteenth century, famously defined Gnosticism as "the
acute Hellenisation of Christianity", and Hans Jonas, in the mid-twentieth century,
termed it an "aggressor" against the Christian religion "whose cause it threatened to
subvert".”™ The Gnostics, of course, claimed the opposite - they were the original
Church of Christ and the orthodox who persecuted them a later perversion of the true
teachings. But before the discovery of Nag Hammadi the written record did not seem
to back them. Now, apparently, it did.

The Nag Hammadi library contains a wide variety of documents, fifty two in total,
mostly Christian Gnostic but including Jewish Gnostic, Hermetic and Neoplatonic
texts, also texts which appear perfectly orthodox, others which defy categorisation, and
even a fragment of Plato’s Republic. A number of them are titled gospels, among
them The Gospel of Thomas which introduced itself with these words: “These are the
secret sayings which the living Jesus spoke and which Didymos Judas Thomas™
wrote down.”™ Biblical scholarship had long postulated a simple collection of sayings
underlying the gospels of Matthew and Luke, which they had termed Q. Now here was
a gospel composed entirely of sayings, claiming to be written by one of the twelve
apostles. But the message of ‘Thomas’ is quite unlike that of the canonical gospels: it
“spares us the crucifixion, makes the resurrection unnecessary and does not present
us with a God named Jesus.”™ It does, however, recall one piece of obscured
Christian history, presented in a brief dialogue: “The followers said to Jesus, “We
know that you are going to leave us. Who will be our leader?” Jesus said to them "No
matter where you are, you are to go to James the Just, for whose sake heaven and

*1 James M Robinson, ed. The Nag Hammadi Library, p19

*2 Hans Jonas, The Gnostic Religion, Beacon Press, Boston, 1963, pp xvi & xiv
%% the names ‘Didymos’ and ‘Thomas’, are nick names, both meaning ‘twin’.

** trans. Thomas O Lambdin, in The Nag Hammadi Library, ed. James M Robinson
'*8 Harold Bloom, in Marvin Meyer’s translation of The Gospel of Thomas, p111
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earth came into being.”™ In the official version of Church history the first head of the
Church was Peter, whom Christ appointed to that post. But actually the first head of the
Church, the Jewish church centred on Jerusalem, was indeed James, as Biblical
scholars well knew, and they knew also that this early Church, though it held Jesus to
be the Messiah, did not regard him as the incarnate Son of God.

If history is to be written from the written record, then the discovery of this Gnostic
library meant the history of Gnosticism, and the history of the early Church, would have
to be rewritten. But documents cannot become a part of the written record whilst they
remain the preserve of a handful of scholars, and these documents were not allowed
to burst suddenly on an unprepared world. It took three decades and the intervention
of UNESCO to resolve the complications, disputes over ownership and scholastic
claims to monopoly power which beset the Nag Hammadi collection. By 1977,
however, the entire corpus was in the public domain. The written record now backed
the Gnostics’ claim; theirs was not a perversion of Christian orthodoxy but an entirely
different form of Christianity, equally ancient, equally authentic. Yet a decade later it
was still possible for a professional historian, discussing Gnosticism in the second
century, to remark: “heretical ideas and groups survived, catering for those who
wished to be perverse”.”™

The public release of the Dead Sea scrolls dragged on even longer, becoming an
academic scandal as the coterie which controlled them, the International Team, hung
on to its monopoly for years, then decades, releasing their translations at an
inordinately slow pace. One scholar, off the record, reports that he was told to “go
slow” on his translation “so that the crazies will get tired and go away.”® Among the
crazies was Robert Eisenman, Chairman of the Department of Religious Studies and
Professor of Middle East Religions at California State University, Long Beach.
Eisenman had a theory about the origin of the scrolls which was entirely at odds with
the consensus being established by the International Team. They were, in his view,
the documents of the Jewish Church, the first Christian community headed by James
the Just, and recorded its struggle against the heretic St. Paul. To test his theory he
would, of course, need access to the documents. The International Team blocked him
at every turn. When their monopoly was finally broken, after forty five years, it was not by
their consent. An unknown benefactor sent Eisenman photographs of the entire
missing corpus, which he and Michael Wise, a professor of Aramaic, made ready for
publication in the space of six weeks.™ But by that time the ‘consensus view’ held the
field - the scrolls were produced by the Essenes, and thus not the major threat to
orthodox Christianity they might at first have appeared.

There is nothing new in this. Two centuries earlier the written record had expanded
by a different route. A freelance scholar, Thomas Taylor, devoted himself to the
translation and publication of neglected Greek texts of the Neoplatonic tradition. His
efforts were not universally appreciated. Kathleen Raine remarks that “Taylor was
%6 The Gospel of Thomas, 12, trans. Marvin Meyer, p27
" Robin Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians, p332

'8 Michael Baigent & Richard Leigh, The Dead Sea Scrolls Deception, p62
% see Robert Eisenman & Michael Wise, The Dead Sea Scrolls Uncovered, introduction

77



Heretic Emperor: The Controversy

ridiculed, even persecuted, for bringing to the attention of his age a philosophy so
subversive to the established values; for the Augustan view of “the classics” could not
survive the translation of Plato into English.” There was nothing wrong with Taylor’s
scholarship, the problem was in the content of his translations. The written record of
the victors did not require these new additions. “The Edinburgh Review published a
thirty-two page attack upon Taylor’s Plato, pouring scorn on Proclus and Plotinus; and
the Timaeus, according to the Lowland Scots, was written only to expose the absurdity
of the metaphysical system it set forth.”"®

This is another hurdle for the defeated. Their documentation might survive,
preserved through concealment, or concealed through neglect, ignorance or a failure
of translation, finally to erupt into the written record of the winners. Centuries after their
tragedy unfolded they may again find a voice - but finding an audience is a different
matter. The historical record is subject to change, even to sudden and dramatic
change, but the historical consensus tends to inertia. King Arthur, the subject of our
enquiry, was the hero of a defeated people. John Morris, at one time a respected
historian, thought to prove his historical importance by a careful analysis of neglected
Celtic documents. His method, described in The Age of Arthur, was to “borrow from
the techniques of the archaeologist”:™ The surviving texts were the product of later
centuries but they contained abstracts of earlier, lost texts which could be recovered
once the later corrosions and distortions were removed. This method of textual
analysis had been perfectly acceptable in the field of Biblical studies for well over a
century. But from the Dark Age historians it met with ridicule.

This contempt is not reserved for Morris’ scholarship, it applies also to the people
he studied, to the Dark Age Britons who failed to provide historians with an adequate
written record. David Dumville begins his dismissal of the Celtic evidence with: “We
might hope, in our more wildly optimistic moments, that our written sources would
provide some clues... In particular, we might expect the Welsh literary sources, as
deriving from a people which in the fifth century was equipped with men who could
read and write Latin and who enjoyed a Roman standard of civilization, to tell us
something of the development of Britain in the period 400 - 600" and then concludes
that every text bar one can be dismissed as historically worthless - except perhaps a
handful of poems and triads which are out of bounds to the historian until the
philologists have finished with them. It does not surprise David Dumville or his
supporters to find just one solitary British text surviving from the period. This is par for
the course. The ‘Roman standard of civilization’ had departed by the mid-fifth century,
and deprived of the benefits of direct Roman rule Britain slid inevitably into the sub-
Roman period. Knowledge itself was wiped from men’s minds as the native Britons,
like the Isaurians before them “returned to the savage manners from which they had
never perfectly been reclaimed”.™

%0 Kathleen Raine, Blake and Antiquity, p5

" John Morris, The Age of Arthur, xiv

*2 David Dumville, Sub-Roman Biritain: History and Legend, p174-5

“® Edward Gibbon, The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, see above, Chapter 3.3 An Age of
Darkness

78



Heretic Emperor: The Controversy

It is not the inadequacy of the Celtic evidence which caused historians to dismiss
Morris’ thesis so easily, rather, it is their contempt for the Celtic races which allowed
them to dismiss the Celtic documents as inadequate, without asking why this is so. It
is the verdict of history, not the verdict of textual analysis that has gone against the
Celts. They lost, and history is written by the winning side. The losers don’t have the
same opportunity to pass their version on to posterity, and can seldom supply the
authentic documents or the chain of provenance that academic historians feel entitled
to demand. But they still can, on occasion, break into the written record and disturb the
peace. When they do, the response is always the same - a damage limitation
exercise. The academic consensus does at times change, usually as a result of
political revolution. For the documentary evidence to cause such a shift it has to be
absolutely overwhelming. And even that isn’'t always enough.

The Druids and Stonehenge

The reason Dark Age historians have no doubt that a Celtic revival must have resulted
in a Dark Age is that they have no doubt that the Celts were absolutely inferior to the
Romans. They didn’t arrive at this verdict through academic study, they inherited it from
the Enlightenment. But the Enlightenment could find backing even for the most
extreme elements of its view of the ancient Britons, the image of savages in skins, in
the respectable written record of the ancient world. Which is to say, in the writings of
their Roman enemies, more specifically in Julius Caesar’s Gallic Wars: “By far the
most civilized of the Britons are those who live in Kent, which is an entirely maritime
area: their way of life is very like that of the Gauls. Most of the tribes living in the interior
do not grow grain: they live on milk and meat and wear skins.”™

We know better now. But they could have known better then. Whilst they did not have
the scientific tools we have today for dating loom weights etc., still, someone could
have observed that it was customary for a victorious general to return home laden with
loot and captives, to be paraded at his triumph through the streets of Rome. But if
Julius Caesar had not actually succeeded in conquering Britain he might well have
needed an excuse for the lack of these evidences. The poet Lucan ridiculed his claim
of a British victory, and that too is in the record.

But, in a period of imperialist expansion, the myth of the naked savages had its
uses. It also had its consequences, in the field of scholarship. When the idea of a link
between the druids and Stonehenge was first mooted, in the seventeenth century,
Indigo Jones, an architect famous for his classical style, dismissed it precisely on the
grounds of Caesar’s verdict. The ancient Britons were “savage and barbarous people,
knowing no use at all of garments... destitute of the knowledge... to erect stately
structures, or such remarkable works as Stonehenge”.” To Indigo Jones it was
obvious: Stonehenge was built by the Romans.

Druidic Stonehenge has always been a Romantic notion for it implies a view of the
defeated Celts directly opposed to that of Enlightened opinion; so far from being a

people devoid of all culture they in fact supported a caste of philosopher priests who
"+ Julius Caesar, The Gallic Wars, V.14, trans. Anne & Peter Wiseman
% Peter Berresford Elllis, The Druids, p255
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could build vast monuments oriented to the heavens. The notion is generally blamed
on William Stukeley, who adopted a theory of John Aubrey and succeeded in linking
Stonehenge and the druids indissolubly in the public mind. Professional historians
and archaeologists have long laboured to dispel the delusion, pointing out that the
ancient writers confined druidic worship to groves, and that this worship involved the
horrible sacrifice of human beings. And indeed we do find all that in the record. But we
also find accounts which fit precisely with the ‘alternative’ view of the druids. The
earliest Greek references, continually recopied well into the Christian period, portray
the druids as philosophers comparable to the Magi of the Persians, the Chaldeans
among the Assyrians, and the Indian 'Gymnosophists', presumably Brahmins. Some
held that they were Pythagorean initiates, others that Pythagoras was their pupil.

The Romantic and Enlightened views of the Ancient Britons and their druids are
poles apart, yet both could find support in the same sources, even in the same text.
The most spectacular account of druidic human sacrifice, the famous wicker man,
comes from Caesar’'s Gallic Wars. He says that some of the Gauls perform their
human sacrifices by filling a wicker colossus with living men, preferably criminals but
at a push the innocent, then setting alight so that the victims "perish in a sheet of
flame."" But in the same chapter of the same work he tells us that the druids teach
reincarnation and the immortality of the soul and discourse on such exalted subjects
as "the stars and their movement, the size of the universe and of the earth, the order of
nature, the strength and the powers of the immortal gods"; they are highly respected,
are not liable for taxes and hold aloof from war; their training can take as much as
twenty years, as it requires the memorisation of a vast oral tradition; they are a pan-
tribal organisation under a chief druid, meeting in conclave at certain times of the year
in the territory of the Carnutes, believed to be the centre of Gaul, but that the source of
their doctrine is Britain, and “even today those who want to study the doctrine in greater
detail usually go to Britain to learn there.” He also tells us that the druids do not think it
right to commit their teachings to writing, “although for almost all other purposes, for
example, for public and private accounts, they use the Greek alphabet,”

The druids themselves have left us with no documentation. Any written account of
their beliefs and practices from the Celtic nations was composed after the introduction
of Christianity, and is ruled out as too late and unreliable to count as historical
evidence. So the written evidence is restricted to the classical texts, and they could
support either view. Whether the druids were greenwood philosophers or bloodthirsty
witch-doctors would depend on which elements from the Classical accounts you
choose to select. That is, until the 1960s, when new evidence came to light.

Gerald Hawkins' Stonehenge Decoded was published in 1966. That Stonehenge
was aligned to the solstice sun had long been observed, but Hawkins fed the
astronomical data and a survey of the monument into a computer, and discovered
“more alignments than had been dreamed of”."” He concluded that Stonehenge was
an astronomical calendar tracking the sun and moon over an 18.6 year cycle. It could

predict eclipses. A year later, Alexander Thom's Megalithic Sites in Britain made public
%6 Julius Caesar, The Gallic Wars, V1. 13-14, trans. Anne & Peter Wiseman
7 Giorgio de Santillana & Hertha von Dechend, Hamlet’s Mill, p69
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his painstaking survey of the stone circles of Britain - and there are hundreds of them.
He demonstrated that the structures were precise geometrical figures based on
Pythagorean triangles, laid out according to a standard unit of measurement, the
megalithic yard. Which is to say, the builders had a unified organisation and an
advanced knowledge of astronomy and geometry. Classical writers had said the
druids' teachings were Pythagorean, and now here was evidence of an organised cult
with 'Pythagorean' knowledge among the ancient inhabitants of Britain.

The academic response was a textbook demonstration of the fact that the
Enlightenment consensus is pretty much impervious to new evidence. Richard
Atkinson pointed out that as the builders of Stonehenge were “howling barbarians”
any alignments must be down to coincidence." Jacquetta Hawkes hinted at the role of
overactive imaginations: “every age has the Stonehenge it deserves - or desires.”™
Aubrey Burl lamented this new druidic metamorphosis: the old Romantic view of
"gentle philosophers and proto-Christians rather than the blood-spattered priests of
Roman historians" was quite bad enough, but the new evidence has led to a still
worse perversion: "Delusion was succeeded by illusion, like the genial Mr Jekyll's
transfiguration into the undesirable Mr Hyde, the druid did not vanish. He changed.
Abandoning religion he mutated into a scientific astronomer priest obsessed with
lunar mechanics."™ And Stuart Piggott brought out a book on the druids with the
primary objective of heading off the new evidence.

Not that that was his declared intention. Indeed there is no mention of Thom or
Hawkins in Piggott’s The Druids. But that their works were the inspiration, or more
correctly the provocation, for his book is plainly demonstrated in its closing paragraph:
"Can we dare hope that the Druids will once more come into their own, backed by a
fine confusion of Hyperborean myth and the lasting bronze of the Coligny Calendar,
and that our own age too may have the Druids it desires, who, white robes exchanged
for white laboratory coats, will be astronomers writing computer programmes in Gallo-
Brittonic?"

Piggott’'s The Druids, for long the only book on the subject to be found in any library
or bookshop, did not bring anything new to the debate but was simply a restatement of
the old orthodoxy. Piggott admits as much himself, declaring that his own work shows
its indebtedness to T D Kendrick's 1920s The Druids "on every page".”™ But at least he
made that orthodoxy and its supporting arguments available to anyone who wished to
examine it. It won’t stand up

He opens his case with a familiar warning. Before considering the evidence we
must bear in mind R G Collingwood's threefold division of a past-in-itself, a past-as-
known, and "that very dangerous thing, a past-as-wished-for, in which a convenient
selection of the evidence is fitted into a predetermined intellectual or emotional
pattern". He then proceeds to show how to select the evidence to produce his
preferred image of druids, starting with the observation that "there has been a
'*® Giorgio de Santillana & Hertha von Dechend, Hamlet’s Mill, p69
*° Stuart Piggott, The Druids, p167

% Aubrey Burl, From Carnac to Callanish, Yale University Press, New Haven & London, 1993, p14
'*1 Stuart Piggott, The Druids, p4
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process of manufacturing druids-as-wished-for going on since classical times".™

To understand the image of the druids in the ancient world, Piggott argues, we
must borrow from the methodology and terminology of the history of ideas. Nora
Chadwick's analysis of the Classical references, he reminds us, outlined two groups,
the Alexandrian and the Posidonian tradition, the former stemming from the literary
tradition of Alexandria, the intellectual capital of the ancient world, and the latter
originating in the writings of a Greek writer, Posidonius, who actually visited Gaul in
the first century BC. These agree precisely, Piggott continues, with the categories of
certain historians of ideas, who distinguish two distinct attitudes to 'primitive' races,
termed hard and soft primitivism. Soft primitivism is characterised by the tendency of
more civilized cultures to project an ideal of the Noble Savage onto alien, far-off races.
Only distance makes this possible. Hard primitivism results from actual contact with
more primitive cultures, and is thus inevitably a far less favourable view. The
Alexandrian tradition, which views druids as philosophers comparable to the
Pythagoreans, is a result of soft primitivism, druids imagined at a safe distance. This
begins with a fragment from a lost work of Sotion of Alexandria, circa 200 AD, and
continues through to the Christian period, to Clement of Alexandria, Cyril and Origen,
but, Piggott states, "it is all second-hand library work, with no new empirical
observations from first-hand informants or from field-work among the Celtic
peoples".”™ The Posidonian tradition, on the other hand, is from actual contact; it is
‘empirical’, 'realistic’, 'druids-as-known'.

But in fact, nothing of Posidonius' writings survives. All we have is acknowledged
quotes or traceable borrowings in later writers - three later writers, in Piggott's
account, Julius Caesar, Strabo and Diodorus Siculus, which writers he calls primary
sources. So the Posidonian tradition is just as much second-hand as the Alexandrian.
As for 'empirical observation', we have only one claim to that, from Cicero, Caesar's
contemporary and the most famous Roman advocate of his day. Cicero names his
informant: Diviciacus, a Gallic druid who visited Rome on a diplomatic mission in the
period. Some scholars hold that Diviciacus was the source for some of Caesar's
information on the druids - their political organisation and regular meetings in the
centre of Gaul, their belief that their doctrine originated in Britain - but as he doesn't
say so himself this is not a direct claim, but a deduction. Cicero stands alone, and
what he tells us is that Diviciacus "claimed to have that knowledge of nature which the
Greeks call 'physiologia’, and he used to make predictions, sometimes by means of
augury and sometimes by means of conjecture."™ It's not much, but it does tend
towards the favourable, so Stuart Piggott can't possibly allow it to be empirical. It
stems, he says, from the same literary tradition that had Roman historians writing
speeches to put in the mouths of such characters as Boudicca.

There was such a literary tradition among Classical, and indeed, medieval,
historians. At this time the historian's role, as they and their readers understood it,
was not merely to relate the known historical facts, but to edify and to entertain their

%2 Stuart Piggott, The Druids, p3
'*% Stuart Piggott, The Druids, p86
'** Cicero, De Divinatione, 1, XLV, 90 - see T D Kendrick, The Druids, p80
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readers. When they penned appropriate speeches for their characters they
acknowledged what they were doing, and their readers were under no illusion that
some Roman war correspondent had been present to record the actual words
spoken. But Cicero's statement is not of this genre. Diviciacus was present in Rome,
and Cicero says they did converse. If Diviciacus never said any of this, then Cicero's
claim is not some literary convention but a straight lie. We have no reason to accuse
him. The simple fact is, we have one favourable reference to the druids with a credible
claim to be first-hand. But as no scholar believes any Roman or Greek writer actually
witnessed a druidic human sacrifice, all the 'hard primitivist' evidence is second-hand.

And philosophers are not alone in their tendency towards fantasy and projection.
Hard primitivism results from direct contact with more primitive peoples - in other
words, at the point when they are found to be in the way of the expansion of the more
‘advanced' race. I'd say this provides a more powerful motive for creating a false image
of the 'primitives' concerned, and for well-documented example of the same we have
the North American settlers' fantasy of the savage 'Red Indians'. And it is demonstrably
the case that the unfavourable image of the Celts and their druids was used to justify
Roman Imperialism. The Roman writer Pliny, who gives a contemptuous account of
druidic magical practices and tells us that Britannia, especially, is "fascinated by
magic and performs its rites with so much ceremony that it almost seems as though it
was she who had imparted the cult to the Persians", concludes his description with:
"Therefore we cannot too highly appreciate our debt to the Romans for having put an
end to this monstrous cult, whereby to murder a man was an act of the greatest
devoutness, and to eat his flesh most beneficial."™

This accusation of cannibalism adds considerable weight to the possibility that the
hostile Roman view of the druids is itself a fantasy. Piggott misses its significance. He
presents the Roman persecution as proof of druidic human sacrifice: "If we ask of
Celtic religion, in a famous phrase used by Edward Gibbon in another context, 'what
new provocation could exasperate the mild indifference of antiquity’, the answer is
human sacrifice, a practice beyond all others abhorrent by the end of the pagan era"."™
But the case is actually reverse.

Piggott is from the Enlightenment tradition, so is naturally prepared to credit the
'mild indifference of antiquity'. But the Enlightenment notion of Roman religious
toleration is itself a fantasy, a projection onto their own Golden Age of an ideal born out
of Europe's harrowing experience in the wars of religion which followed the
Reformation. It completely misconstrues the nature of Roman religious belief. The
Romans were polytheists: they had no dogmatic adherence to one jealous god.
Religion for them was a matter of ritual rather than dogma. A demand for religious
conformity, then, would be for ritual conformity. Rome did make that demand. All
subjects of the Empire must sacrifice to the Emperor, failure to do so being

%% Pliny, Nat. Hist., XXX 13 - see T D Kendrick, The Druids, p90
%% Stuart Piggott, The Druids, p16
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punishable by death.”™ The Romans accepted the existence of foreign gods and alien
cults. They usually equated the former to their own deities, and permitted the practice
of the latter concurrent with the imperial cults. This is not religious toleration, it is
absorption. The Romans simply didn't suppress what they did not perceived to be a
threat: They had no conceivable motive for doing so. But any cult which was regarded
as a threat was extirpated.

The case of the Christians, thrown to the lions in the Roman arena for the
entertainment of the mob, is familiar to most people. Rome's apologists explain this
as stemming jointly from the Christian's refusal to sacrifice to the Emperor, which
looked like disloyalty, and from the Romans' misunderstanding of the Eucharistic
meal, which sounded like ritual human sacrifice - in short, it was a case of mistaken
identity. It was no such thing. The early Christians were indeed hostile to the Roman
state; it was an agent of the devil in their view. On the Roman side, the accusations
which justified their persecution of the Christians - incestuous orgies, child sacrifice,
cannibalism - did not result from any accidental misunderstanding of the Christian
ritual meal. Norman Cohn in Europe's Inner Demons, his contribution to the series
Studies in the dynamics of persecution and extermination, has shown that this image,
which reappeared in the European witch-hunts a thousand years later, was the final
development of a stereotype deliberately conjured up by the Roman authorities, a form
of black propaganda by which enemies of the state were labelled enemies of
humanity. Christian sacraments were not the first to be so misinterpreted: the cult of
the Bacchanalia met the same fate two centuries before the crucifixion. Less
successful efforts were made to so stigmatise the Jews. And Roman historians
accused individual political conspirators against the state of human sacrifice and
cannibalism, often retrospectively.

Dio Cassius' account of the Catiline conspiracy is written some three centuries after
the event. His story is that Catiline, in order to bind his co-conspirators irrevocably to
his wicked plan, had them sacrifice a boy, swear an oath over his entrails and eat
them in a ritual meal. Had anything like this occurred, Cohn points out, the
conspiracy's most vocal opponent, Cicero, who had a great deal to say against
Catiline, would surely not have omitted it. So when the same Dio Cassius tells us that
the Egyptian Bucolic war was initiated by the rebels sacrificing a Roman centurion,
swearing an oath over his entrails, and then devouring the same, we have, as Cohn
observes, no good reason to believe him.™

Then logically we have no good reason to believe him either when he describes
equally shocking atrocities committed by British rebels against Rome. Yet some do.
Kendrick in The Druids, for instance: "It is certainly very difficult to minimise the
revolting nature of the holocausts in the wicker cages, or of such episodes as the
cruel slaughter of her female captives by Boadicea, in honour of Adraste."™ Kendrick

*” An exception was made of the Jews, as their religion prevented compliance with this demand. Instead a
twice daily sacrifice was made in the temple at Jerusalem on behalf of the Emperor and the Roman people.
The cessation of this sacrifice in 66 AD marked the start of the first Jewish revolt against Rome.

*® Norman Cohn, Europe'’s Inner Demons, p6

** T D Kendrick, The Druids, p121
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is right, at least, in bracketing these two tales together. They are both Roman atrocity
stories designed to justify Roman atrocities, and neither has any credible evidence to
back them. Dio Cassius graphically describes how the Britons tortured the noble
Roman matrons whom they captured, stripping them naked, cutting off their breasts
and sewing them to their mouths “in order to make the victims appear to be eating
them”, then impaling them with skewers run lengthwise through the entire body, all the
while engaging in “sacrifices, banquets, and wanton behaviour”™ in the sacred grove
of their bloodthirsty goddess of victory. But Dio Cassius, who lards his history with
fiction, never came near Britain, and surely never got hold of an eye-witness report.
How likely is it that any witness to such atrocities would have survived to report them?
Equally, the story of the wicker man is about as credible as Catiline's cannibalism,
though its source is apparently the lost works of Posidonius.

It is quite probable that Posidonius observed and reported the burning of a wicker
image among the Celts. This still occurs here every Guy Fawkes Night, and it is
accepted that the custom long predates the Gunpowder plot. The original purpose, it
is thought, was to start the New Year (the Celtic New Year began in autumn) with the
ritual removal of evil, or perhaps ill-luck, by burning it in effigy. Guy Fawkes became the
Protestant image of evil. At the famous Lewis bonfire they still ritually burn the Pope.
Hindus annually celebrate Rama's defeat of the evil Ravana by burning a colossus of
that demon. But stuffing a wicker colossus with living beings and keeping it upright
and its contents alive long enough to die 'in a sheet of flame', seems to me to present
certain logistical problems. Caesar never saw it, nor did Strabo. We have no evidence
Posidonius ever said it.

But at least it's different. Stuart Piggott would have it the 'hard primitivist' view of the
druids stemmed from first-hand observation, but as direct contact between the
Romans and the Celts increased with the conquest first of Gaul and then Britain, so
the unfavourable image of the druids drew ever closer to the Roman stereotype of the
anti-human outlined in Cohn's research. Piggott's 'primary sources', Strabo, Caesar
and Diodorus Siculus, describe a colourful variety of druidic methods of human
sacrifice; victims might be stabbed, impaled, shot with arrows or burned in a wicker
colossus, but there is no suggestion they were afterwards eaten.” Strabo, writing
around 8 BC, is aware of the stereotype, but he applies it to the Irish, a race so far
removed from Rome they must be capable of any bestiality. (He tells us they not only
ate their dead parents but had sexual intercourse with their mothers and sisters,
though to his credit he does add that he has no reliable authority for this). It is not until
the following century - Pliny is writing in 77 AD - that the druids are accused, like other
enemies of the Roman state, of cannibalising the victims of their dreadful rites, and by
that time persecution of the priesthood was well under way.

Expressions of Roman abhorrence at their barbaric practices run precisely parallel
to Roman persecution of the druids themselves. Strabo coolly refers to customs
"opposed to our usage" which the Romans put a stop to. Suetonius tells us the

1% Dio Cassius, Roman History, 62.7, trans. Bill Thayer, on LacusCurtius on the University of Chicago
website
'* see T D Kendrick, The Druids, p78-84
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Emperor Claudius "very thoroughly suppressed the barbarous and inhuman religion
of the druids in Gaul, which in the time of Augustus had merely been forbidden to
Roman citizens." Pomponius Mela, writing in the time of the Claudian suppression,
refers to "atrocious customs" and the poet Lucan addressing the druids during the
reign of Claudius' successor Nero, speaks of "your barbarous ceremonies" and "the
savage usage of your holy rites". Pliny, a short while later, recounts an anecdote of an
individual executed by Claudius for his use of a druidic charm, tells of an earlier
suppression by Tiberius of the Gallic druids "and the whole tribe of diviners and
physicians" and tops his account of the druids' ludicrous superstitions with a paean to
Rome for having rid the lands under her dominion of "this monstrous cult", which, he
claims, involved both human sacrifice and cannibalism. Soon after, Tacitus describes
the Roman attack on Anglesey, intended to exterminate the cult in what was thought to
be its British stronghold: "Their groves, devoted to inhuman superstitions, were
destroyed. They deemed it, indeed, a duty to cover their alters with the blood of
captives and to consult their deities through human entrails."™ At last entrails enter the
picture, and only just in time. After Tacitus, the 'hard primitivist' view of the druids fades
from the written record - at the same time as the actual druids cease to present any
political threat to Roman rule.

The 'hard primitivist' writings coincide with the Roman conquest of the Celtic
provinces. Historians accept the druids were a political threat to Roman dominion,
and indeed that they organised resistance to it: Caesar's account of the druids pan-
tribal authority presents the possibility, and Tacitus provides specific examples. This
is reason enough for their suppression. The unfavourable view of the druids finally
approximates to the stereotype of the anti-human which Roman writers conventionally
applied to forbidden cults and other conspiracies against the state. If their writings are
not evidence of such practices by other groups so accused - and no historian accepts
the early Christians were guilty of such atrocities - then they cannot be evidence
against the druids either.

This does not mean that the druids did not practice human sacrifice. They may have
done, but the Classical texts are not valid evidence for this. And human sacrifice would
not in itself disprove the existence of an intellectual culture and muystical tradition
among the pre-Roman Celts, nor even the druids' descent from the megalith builders.
The Inca and the Maya also practised human sacrifice: that doesn't mean they had no
culture worth preserving. And we have a more pertinent example in the Romans
themselves. No-one doubts the high intellectual culture of the Classical world, yet it
coincided with the barbarities of the Roman arena. And the gladiatorial contests
themselves apparently derive from a ritual of human sacrifice, Etruscan in origin. And
then there is the case of Augustus Caesar, accused of performing a vast human
sacrifice in 40 AD. According to the historian Suetonius, in the civil war following the
death of Julius Caesar his great-nephew, then still called Octavian, sacrificed three
hundred of the defenders of the fortress of Perusia "like victims on the Ides of March at

%2 Strabo, Geographica, IV, 4, c, 198, 5; Suetonius, Claudius, 25; Pomponius Mela, De Situ Orbis, Ill, 2, 18
& 19; Lucan, Pharsalia, 1, 450-8; Pliny, Nat. Hist., XXIX, 52 & XXX 13; Tacitus, Annals, XIV, 30 - see T D
Kendrick, The Druids, p83-93
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the alter erected to the Deified Julius"."™ Others repeat the story, and agree the
interpretation. Of course it could still be just another tall tale, and it is admittedly
difficult to distinguish between human sacrifice and the ritual execution of prisoners of
war, whether performed by druids or Roman Emperors. But if so specific an incident
were related of a Celtic ruler, would the question of interpretation even arise?

And finally to return to Stonehenge, and the vexed subject of the Druid connection.
Despite academic outrage, there is no escaping the fact that the evidence we have is
all in favour, none against. The druids are defined as the priests of the Iron Age Celts,
but we have no evidence for the migration of Iron Age Celts into these islands,
replacing an earlier Bronze Age population. From this fact a few historians and
archaeologists have recently reached the surprising conclusion that the Celts never
actually existed, but were invented by Romantics in the eighteenth century. There are
more logical inferences to be drawn: "Between the stone circle builders and the druids
there was no major wave of incomers in the British Isles. It could therefore be claimed
with some validity that Stonehenge was indeed built by Bronze Age 'druids'."™

The name doesn't make the thing. What we are looking for is evidence of continuity
of population, and of rite and belief. The megalithic monuments continued to be
venerated well into the Christian period. Churches were built within them - it was an
established policy to convert pagan sacred sites to Christian use, a policy specifically
advocated by Pope Gregory the Great, in a letter to St. Augustine of Canterbury
preserved in Bede's history. And the Church and her lay supporters were for centuries
engaged in attempts to suppress the continued veneration of the stones themselves.
The council of Tours in 567, for example, exhorts churchmen “to expel from the Church
all those whom they may see performing before certain stones things which have no
relation with the ceremonies of the Church.” Centuries later Charlemagne, who
destroyed the Irminsul, the sacred pillar of the pagan Saxons, was still struggling to
eradicate pagan practices among his own people: “with respect to trees, stones and
fountains, where certain foolish people light torches or practice other superstitions, we
earnestly ordain that that most evil custom, detestable to God, wherever it should be
found, should be removed and destroyed”® A case has even been made for druidic
use of Stonehenge in historic times. Nikolai Tolstoy in The Quest for Merlin, suggests
it was the British Omphalos, the sacred centre of the land, its use as a temple kept
secret in the Roman period and revived in the time of Vortigern. Certainly there is no
question that the veneration of megalithic sites survived among the peasantry, so if
these sites were not held sacred by the druids, we would have to suppose that
veneration lapsed for over a millennium, and then revived at the dawn (or should | say
dusk) of the Dark Ages. Besides, there is one telling piece of evidence against this, to
be found in that most unlikely of places, Geoffrey of Monmouth's History of the Kings of
Britain.

Geoffrey made use of earlier British traditions, that is an accepted fact. Amongst
those earlier traditions is an account of the building of Stonehenge, which Geoffrey

'8 Suetonius, The Twelve Caesars, Augustus, 15, trans. Robert Graves
'** Lloyd and Jennifer Laing, The Origins of Britain, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 1980, p164
'*® see W'Y Evans Wentz, The Fairy-Faith in Celtic Countries, p427-8
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has turned into fable: The Giant's Ring, as Geoffrey calls Stonehenge, was brought by
Merlin from lIreland to Britain and erected on Salisbury plain to commemorate the
British nobles treacherously slain by the Saxons at a peace conference. Of course the
date is out by tens of centuries, but the odd thing is, the bluestones were transported
to Stonehenge. The nearest source of the stone is the Prescelly mountains in Wales,
which it is generally assumed they came from. One maverick archaeologist holds
Geoffrey was precisely right; that there is an Irish source of the bluestones exactly
where Geoffrey indicates which, though further away, would have been far more
accessible, given the transport technologies of the day."™ And Stuart Piggott himself
once argued that Geoffrey must have got hold of a ‘folk memory’ of the bluestones
being brought from Wales.™

Somehow our native oral tradition transmitted a fragment of genuine information
from the megalithic period right through to the Middle Ages. Then that information was
carried through the Celtic Iron Age. Folk memory doesn’t begin to cover it. The
Classical writers tell us that in their day in Britain there existed a specialised learned
class which transmitted its knowledge orally in order to preserve it secret and
inviolate, and took up to twenty years to train its members for that role. We are looking
at a chain of transmission.

The Celts and Reincarnation

So, was the Alexandrian tradition wrong about the druids? The 'philosophical' world
view of the Pythagoreans, Neoplatonists and Hermetists, in common with the Taoist,
Hindus, and many other ancient traditions around word, believed in a golden past of
knowledge and wisdom, a remnant of which was believed to have survived in the
mystery cults. The druids, in their view, were just such a mystery cult. And we now have
indisputable evidence that the geometry of Pythagoras (and geometry was a sacred
science to the Pythagoreans) was known to the builders of the megaliths over two
thousand years before the Roman invasion of Britain, and that the druids were in
some sense heir to that tradition.

Stuart Piggott holds the equation of the druids to the Pythagoreans was a mistake.
That the druids taught both reincarnation and the immortality of the soul is attested by
many Classical writers, including that hard primitivist Julius Caesar. How, then, to
dismiss it? Piggott’s method is as follows: Caesar's source was Posidonius, a hard
primitivist with a soft centre. For all his personal observation, Posidonius was still a
philosopher, with a philosopher's tendency to fantasise about primitive Golden Ages.
The druids did believe in an afterlife, a strange belief to the Classical writers. The
nearest they knew of it was the Pythagorean doctrine, so they ended up equating the
one with the other. But, says Piggott, so far from holding the Pythagoreans'
sophisticated belief in reincarnation and the transmigration of souls, careful reading of
Classical texts proves the barbarian druids thought only in terms of a “naive, literal and

'*¢ T C Lethbridge, The Legend of the Sons of God, Arkana, London, 1990, p8-12
'%7 Stuart Piggott, The Sources of Geoffrey of Monmouth: Il The Stonehenge Story. Antiquity 15, 1941,
p307-319
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vivid reliving of an exact counterpart of earthly life beyond the grave”.™

There is no denying that such an interpretation can be drawn from the brief
references in the Classical sources, if selectively employed. But the Classical sources
are not all we have. There are Celtic texts which establish beyond doubt that the Celts
did believe in reincarnation. It may seem ludicrous to modern historians that these
primitives should espouse so philosophical a doctrine: Shakespeare found it equally
laughable, mocking it in the line: "I was never so be-rhymed since Pythagoras' time,
that | was an lIrish rat, which | can hardly remember.""® But it is clearly there in the
record.

In The Book of the Dun Cow, for example, there is the story of King Mongan’s
dispute with his poet Forgoll, concerning the place of death of Fothad Airgdech, an
enemy of Finn Mac Cumaill, slain three centuries previously by Cailte, one of the
Fianna. The dispute grew heated, and Mongan ended up staking his wife on the
outcome, assuring the tearful queen that she was in no danger. The matter was finally
settled by the intervention of a cloaked man bearing a headless spear-shaft, who
proved Mongan’s case by directing the withesses to where they would find the grave of
Fothad Airgdech, detailing his jewellery, his inscription, even position of the missing
iron spear point, detached when striking fatal blow. For the cloaked man was himself
Fothad’s slayer, the spirit of Cailte returned to save Mongan’s honour. In doing so he
reveals what Mongan himself had rather kept quiet: “We were with thee, with Finn,”
said the warrior. “Hush!” said Mongan, “that is not fair.” “We were with Finn, then,” said
he. In case we missed the point, the narrator reiterates: “It was Cailte, Finn's foster-
son, that had come to them. Mongan, however, was Finn, though he would not let it be
told."™

That seems pretty unequivocal, and it doesn't stand alone. W Y Evans Wentz
devotes a whole chapter to the Celtic belief in reincarnation in his The Fairy-Faith in
Celtic Countries. Apart from numerous examples in ancient sources, he records
verbal testimony showing the belief had been widespread throughout the Celtic world
within living memory, and still survived in pockets when he wrote, in 1911. For
example: In Penwith, the western tip of Cornwall, on the hill of Tolcarne above Newlyn
there lived a troll who, if invoked properly, would reveal one's previous lives. And again:
In 1909 a Breton woman found herself surrounded, in a cemetery, by the spirits of
children begging her for a chance to reincarnate. But this, | think, is his most telling
example: "A highly educated Irishman now living in California tells me of his own
knowledge that there was a popular and sincere belief among many of the lIrish
people throughout Ireland that Charles Parnell, their great champion in modern times,
was the reincarnation of one of the old Gaelic heroes."™

This same belief in the deliberate incarnation of gods and heroes for benefit of their
worshippers is held by other races who are not regarded as primitives. The Hindus
have a word for them: Avatars. The term was borrowed by mystics and poets of the
'%® Stuart Piggott, The Druids, p103
' Spoken by Rosalind in As You Like It, act 3 scene 2.

7 Academy for Ancient Texts, www.ancienttexts.org/library/celtic/ctexts/mongan.html
""" W'Y Evans Wentz, The Fairy-Faith in Celtic Countries, p385

89


Howard



Heretic Emperor: The Controversy

Irish Literary Renaissance. George Russell in 1896 wrote to W B Yeats: "The gods
have returned to Erin and have centred themselves in the sacred mountains... There is
a hurrying of forces and swift things going out and | believe profoundly that a new
Avatar is about to appear... It will be one of the kingly Avatars, who is at once ruler of
men and magic sage. | have had a vision of him some months ago and will know him
if he appears."™ The classical writers tell us the Celts believed in reincarnation and
two thousand vyears later we find they believed it still. It's not likely the idea
disappeared with the arrival of Christianity and was later reintroduced to a Christian
peasantry. It never went away, it persisted throughout the Christian period. This fact is,
of course, intensely relevant to any study of Arthur.

Relevant, but seldom observed: The trend in twentieth-century academia is towards
specialisation. Historians dealing with Arthur's period cannot be expected to acquaint
themselves with Celtic superstitions, modern or medieval. They deal with Dark Age
evidence. David Dumville, misinterpreting John Rhys, advances the suggestion that
Arthur was a deity as proof against his being an historical character - obviously quite
unaware that the two were not, for the Celts, mutually exclusive categories.

Bruti Britones

In the context of the Celtic belief in reincarnation, the 'hope of the Britons', their
passionate faith in Arthur's return, is not evidence against his existence, but evidence
for his historical importance. The anti-Arthur camp entirely misunderstands the
situation, assuming Arthur was only accepted as an historical character because the
pre-Enlightenment intellect was incapable of distinguishing history from legend. So
David Dumville denounces Morris and Alcock for treating our 'once and future king' as
a real historical figure, and accuses them of medieval historiography. Yet his own view
is equally medieval.

The medieval world was not ‘taken in’ by Geoffrey’s history. His most famous
detractor was from his own century. William of Newburgh originated the idea that
Geoffrey was a fraud. Later historians merely swallowed this notion - no study of
Geoffrey's work could possibly have produced it. This debt which the modern
understanding of Arthur owes to a medieval judgement is acknowledged, in a
backhanded way. William of Newburgh is known as the father of modern historical
criticism in consequence of his vehement attack on Geoffrey and his rejection of Arthur
as an historical character, and for no other reason. This exaltation of William serves to
camouflage the true position: Instead of Geoffrey's modern detractors being convicted
of a medieval view, it is William who is modern. This judgement has led to a complete
misunderstanding of both William's and Geoffrey's motives and of the significance of
Arthur in their period, for it has meant that historians fail to take into account the actual
circumstances impinging on these two men as they wrote.

It is anachronistic to think William could have been motivated by the modern
concerns of historical criticism, even if his accusations against Geoffrey have a

deceptively modern ring. On the surface they look like an observation regarding the
72 see Ulick O’Connor, Celtic Dawn, A Portrait of the Irish Literary Renaissance, Black Swan, London,
1985, p162
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inadequacy of Geoffrey's sources. Geoffrey claimed his history was a translation of a
British book given him by Walter of Oxford, but William insisted there was no such
book. Geoffrey, he tells us, had no source but the lying tales of the Britons, which he
inflated with his own inventions and disguised as a genuine history by writing in Latin.
Lying tales is, of course, a reference to the British oral tradition. And while it is the case
that modern historians tend to share William's assessment of the value of oral
tradition, we should still observe the basis on which he makes it.

William assures us the British oral tradition is not to be credited because the British
are so stupid a race (the Latin is bruti) that they "still look for Arthur as if he would
return, and will not listen to any one who says that he is dead".”” The only histories we
can credit, for this period, are those of Bede and Gildas. Why? Because Gildas is
contemporary source and Bede makes such careful and considered use of his
sources? Well no. It is because, unlike Geoffrey, they are honest.

This is not historical criticism, it is a simple denunciation spiced with personal and
racial abuse. And the reason for William’s attack is disguised if we ignore its historical
context, the Papal Reformation of the eleventh and twelfth centuries. William was a
propagandist for that movement.

The Papal Reformation began in the monastery of Cluny as a determined return to
the purity of the original Benedictine rule. It soon turned outwards in the belief,
provoked by the approach of the Millennium, that the entire world must be reformed on
monastic lines. The Church must be freed from worldly corruption, from the abuses of
simony, nepotism and lay investiture, of clerical marriage and concubinage. The
reformed Church could then exercise its proper authority over the laity, so that instead
of the world corrupting the Church, the Church could spiritualise the world. By 1049,
with the election of Leo IX, the Cluniac Reformers had captured the papacy, and the
reform of society could begin.

It was to be a reform from the top, and the top, so far as the Reformers were
concerned, was the pope. This was an intensely authoritarian movement, aiming to
strengthen the bonds of authority in all sections of society; rulers over their subjects,
husbands and fathers over their wives and children, bishops and abbots over their
flocks, and the pope over all Christendom. It was the Reformers, particularly Pope
Gregory VI, who initiated the papal conflict with the empire which was ultimately to
undermine them both. But before that there were other casualties.

A movement which originated in a quest for moralistic reform turned rapidly into a
drive for power. The Reformers took over the papacy and the Church, the Church
extended her power over the laity, and the laity, encouraged by Church, extended
bounds of the Christendom by military means. It was a Reforming pope, Urban II, who
preached the first Crusade in 1096. ‘The expansion of Latin Christendom’ was
underway.

The phrase is from Robert Bartlett's The Making of Europe. Bartlett shows that
European imperial expansion, usually seen as post-Renaissance phenomenon,
actually began in the eleventh century, and the Papal Reformation played a seminal

7 William of Newburgh, Historia Rerum Anglicarum, preface
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role. In this period the western Christian world began to develop a collective identity
which was not merely religious, but quasi-racial. Western Christians adopted
collective, racial terms for themselves, gens Latina 'the Latin people', in
contradistinction to the Greek-speaking Christians; or 'the Franks', the heirs to
Charlemagne's western Roman Empire. Not that Western Christendom was limited to
the borders of Charlemagne's old empire. One could almost say it included all those
for whom Latin was the language of sacred ritual and of learning, and who looked to
the pope in Rome as their spiritual head: Almost, but not quite!

Latin Christendom expanded in four directions. Best known of the west’s imperial
conquests is the crusade to the Holy Land which, in the Frankish Kingdom of
Jerusalem, established a temporary outpost in the Middle East. A more permanent
success against Islam was the reconquest of Spain, a gradual process which in this
era received the same papal backing and encouragement as the crusades to the Holy
Land. Less well known is the drive to the east, into Slavic Europe, large parts of which
were still pagan until well into the Middle Ages. This was largely subdued by the
Teutonic knights, cousins of the Templars. The fourth region, the one which concerns
us here, is the Celtic fringe.

The expansion of Latin Christendom occurred at the expense of the Celtic races.
Bartlett regards this as an anomaly in need of elucidation. If what defined Latin
Christendom was 'the Roman obedience’, the ritual use of Latin and the recognition of
papal authority, then it ought to have included the Celtic nations. But as Bartlett shows
they were treated in exactly the same way as the Muslim south and the pagan east,
subject to a process of conquest and colonisation encouraged and orchestrated by
the Reforming papacy. In explanation Bartlett suggests the 'barbarian’ lifestyle of the
Celtic nations marked them out as alien: "Although the Irish were of ancient Christian
faith and shared the creed of Frankish Europe, they exhibited pronounced differences
in culture and social organisation. The absence of a territorial, tithe-funded church or
unitary kingship, the very distinctive system of kinship and the non-feudal,
uncommercialised economy struck Latin clergy and Frankish aristocrats as
outlandish."™

The Anglo-Norman invasion of Ireland was undertaken, as the invaders claimed, to
expand the boundaries of the Church. The Reformer St. Bernard of Clairvaux
denounced the Irish for their “barbarism” and their “beastlike ways”. The Irish
Reformer St. Malachy celebrated the conquest of his own nation with the words:
“Barbarous laws were abolished, Roman laws introduced; everywhere the customs of
the Church were received, those that were contrary rejected... everything was so much
changed for the better that today we can apply to that people the word which the Lord
speaks to us through the prophet: 'Them which were not my people, Thou art my
people."™

The Irish were not Roman, not part of the gens Latina, they were barbarian,
beastlike - that is, bruti. And so were the British.

It was in the twelfth century, just around the time Geoffrey was writing The History of
'7* Robert Bartlett, The Making of Europe, p22
7 |bid.
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the Kings of Britain, that the word ‘barbarian’ was beginning to be applied to the
Welsh. John Gillingham' traces the transition. William of Malmesbury was the first
historian to so describe the Welsh, in 1125. Previously, in the post-Roman world, the
word barbarian had been used purely of non-Christians, the Danes for instance. But
the Reformers, like the Renaissance scholars a few centuries later, while promoting
the view of themselves as heirs to the old Roman Empire were also engaged in
reviving classical learning. William revived the classical use of 'barbarian' as a term of
abuse for non-Romans, to which category the Celtic races plainly belonged - as had
the Saxons before intermarriage with the Franks caused them to adopt the more
civilized lifestyle and polished manners of their neighbours. William’s terminology
rapidly caught on among his fellow historians. The author of the Gesta Stephani
describes the Welsh as 'men of animal type'. Henry of Huntingdon specifies one
distinguishing feature of these semi-bestial races - they had no histories.

It was only a decade after William of Malmesbury renamed the Welsh barbarians
that Geoffrey’s history exploded onto the scene. As Henry of Huntington testifies,
describing his reaction on first coming across the book in the abbey of Bec in January
1139, it came as a huge surprise. Very little was known of British history at the time.
Geoffrey himself remarks, in the very opening of his book, on the lack of British written
histories: “apart from such mention of them as Gildas and Bede had each made in a
brilliant book on the subject, | have not been able to discover anything at all on the
kings who lived here before the Incarnation of Christ, or indeed about Arthur and all the
others who followed on after the Incarnation”. But then Walter, Archdeacon of Oxford,
presented him with an ancient book in the British language and asked him to translate
it.

Geoffrey’s history, Gillingham shows, was written to refute the portrayal of the British
by contemporary historians, as a people who had no history, no agriculture, no cities,
but like the brute beasts existed on hunting and plants gathered from the wild.
Geoffrey admits the charge and explains it: The first inhabitants of the island of Britain,
Brutus the Trojan and his followers, during their wanderings had chosen to live “on
flesh and herbs, as though they were beasts”” rather than submit to Greek slavery.
The same choice was forced on their descendants by the Saxon conquest of the fertile
lands of Loegria. They chose freedom and a hard life in the Welsh hills. But before this
- and most emphatically, before the arrival of the Romans - the British had lived in the
good lands of Britain as a civilized people.

So soon as the Britons had secured the island, Geoffrey tells us, they began to
civilize it, building houses and cultivating the fields. Brutus himself founded the first city
in Britain, and gave his people their first law code "that they might live peacefully
together". Britain's second city, York (Eburacum), was founded by Ebraucus, Brutus'
great-great-grandson. Bath and Carlisle were founded by the British kings Bladud and
Leil - not, as William of Malmesbury asserted, by Julius Caesar. Leicester was
founded by King Leir. Geoffrey names the British founders of ten British cities, and

tells us there were twenty-eight in all (in agreement with Gildas and 'Nennius'), some
'7¢ John Gillingham, The Context and Purposes of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History, p105-110
" Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, 1.4, p56
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of them ruined since the arrival of the pagan Saxons but many still inhabited, still
containing the shrines of the saints "where whole companies of men and women offer
praise to God according to the Christian tradition."" Britain was a Christian country
long before Constantine converted the Roman Empire, in Geoffrey’s account - and in
Bede’s.

Britain's roads, likewise, were built before the Romans came - by Belinus, son of
King Dunvallo Molmutius, a Cornishman who rescued the crown of Britain after a
disastrous civil war among Brutus' descendants. It was Dunvallo Molmutius who
promulgated the Molmutine code, a law code which protected cities, temples, roads,
and ploughs - in short, the essentials of civilized life. Another British law code was
devised by a woman (Geoffrey is a remarkably feminist writer): The Lex Martiana,
called the Mercian Code by the Saxons, is named from Queen Marcia, the highly
accomplished wife of King Guithelin, Belinus' grandson. Geoffrey makes these British
law codes the basis of English law - King Alfred rewrote them in English!

The monks of the twelfth-century Renaissance saw Britain before the Romans in
exactly the same light as the Enlightenment - a wilderness inhabited by barbarians.
Geoffrey’s history flatly contradicts them. The British, in his account, were as ancient
and noble a race as the Romans, originating like them in the city of Troy. They were
civilized. Though they had been conquered by the Romans and incorporated into their
empire, prior to that the Britons, under the leadership of King Belinus and his brother
Brennius, had conquered Rome. During the period of Roman rule two of the
emperors, Constantine and Maximianus, were actually Britons. And it was the Britons
themselves who, under Arthur, defeated the invading pagan Saxons when Rome had
deserted the province. All this is summarised in the speech King Arthur makes to his
vassals when, at the pinnacle of his success, he is challenged by a Rome which still
claims Britain as its province. With his follower’s hearty agreement Arthur declines to
submit himself to the Senate for judgement and instead takes the war to the enemy
and invades the Empire. Only Mordred’s treachery saves Rome from total defeat.

Geoffrey was moved to write his fraudulent history, William tells us, either from an
inordinate love of lying or from a desire to please his stupid countrymen. This is not
true, and William knew it. Geoffrey did not initiate the historical controversy in which he
engaged so effectively, he wrote in response to men of William’s ilk, monk historians
dedicated to advancing the cause of the Papal Reformation. His history defended the
reputation of the Britons from the attacks of a powerful enemy which was not itself
above misrepresenting the historical facts.

The papacy in this period claimed to be not only the highest spiritual authority but
also the highest secular authority in Christendom, with the power to select, and
deselect, the lay rulers of every region in the Latin west. The pope alone was the heir
of Constantine, the feudal lord of every other prince from the emperor down. The claim
was made on the basis of the Donation of Constantine - a forged document. This
fabrication is supposed to have fooled the entire western world up to the
Renaissance. But is it likely the papacy was fooled by its own creation?

'® Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, 1.18 p74; 1.2, p54
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Closer to home, when the Anglo-Norman historians condemned the Irish and the
Welsh as barbarians they had before them Bede’s History of the English Church and
People. It was indeed their most treasured and respected source, as William testifies.
And it is from Bede we learn that in Ireland a little before his time “there were many
English nobles and lesser folk ... The Scots welcomed them all kindly and, without
asking for any payment, provided them with daily food, books, and instruction”.” So
the monk historians knew that the ‘beastlike’ Irish had, centuries before, not only
evangelised the English but also provided them with a free education system,
including a maintenance grant. And in the opening years of the seventh century, Bede
tells us, the British contingent which met with Augustine, the first Archbishop of
Canterbury, included “seven British bishops and many very learned men*“.”

Geoffrey of Monmouth and William of Newburgh were not engaged in an academic
dispute. The redefinition of the Celts as barbarians was not a deduction from the
evidence, it was political propaganda designed to justify a war of conquest against
fellow Christians. If the lIrish and the British were outside the bounds of Latin
Christendom then their countries were empty lands, available for expropriation and
colonisation. In reply to this black propaganda, Geoffrey presented the Latin speaking
world with a complete written history of his people, derived from an earlier written
history, he claimed. If this claim was a lie the circumstances surely should excuse the
deception. But actually, it wasn't.

Geoffrey’s Deception

Geoffrey claims in his preface that the origin of his history was British book presented
to him by Walter, Archdeacon of Oxford. He has merely transcribed that book into Latin,
in his own rustic style. Nobody now believes him.

Geoffrey had his sources. He clearly had British sources which have not come
down to us, but the principal sources he used are extant: Gildas, Bede and Nennius.
These texts were known to all literate men of his day, and Geoffrey does address his
history to the literate, specifically to his readers. The use he makes of these standard
texts is so obvious - parts of Gildas are copied almost word for word - that no one who
had read them could have been unaware that they were his sources, even if he did not
himself repeatedly draw attention to the fact. In addition he quotes from Juvenal, Lucan
and Apuleius, made use of Vergil, Livy and Orosius, and has Hoel king of Brittany
praise a speech of Arthur’s for its “Ciceronian eloquence” - which speech of course
Geoffrey wrote himself. In short the history is intended to display Geoffrey’s vast
erudition and his accomplished penmanship. The rustic style was never meant to be
taken seriously - and nor was the British book.

Those scholars who actually study Geoffrey’s work have been aware of this for at
least a century. R H Fletcher in 1906 illustrated this point with the example of
Corineus, the first king of Cornwall and the friend and ally of King Brutus. Corineus
himself freed the land of Cornwall from the giants who then infested it, defeating the

last of them in a wrestling match. Geoffrey particularises the number of ribs Corineus
' Bede, A History of the English Church and People, 1. 27
'® Bede, A History of the English Church and People, Il, 2
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broke on that far-off occasion; three in all, two on the right side and one on the left! We
can hardly be expected to read this without a smile. Fletcher suggested that both this
joke, and Geoffrey’s claim of an ancient British book, were “intended to satirise other
books which laid ridiculous claim to ancient sources”.™

Geoffrey was no lying cleric out to fool an ignorant laity. By 1950 J S P Tatlock, still a
prime authority on Geoffrey, was suggesting that his history was itself evidence that
"even in his day the best minds of the laity were not unduly credulous."® It was to the
laity that Geoffrey’s history was addressed, to readers who "had had their fill of books
by churchmen which exalted the Church."® His was a different type of history, one
which, in contrast to most histories of the period, was decidedly un-monkish.

Valerie Flint takes the argument still further. She points out that while Geoffrey’s
British book may never have existed its donor, Archdeacon Walter, certainly did. He
was provost of the college of secular canons of St. Georges in Oxford where Geoffrey
too was most probably a member. And St. Georges was at the forefront of the
resistance to the ‘aggressive monasticism’ of the Reformers which sought to impose
celibacy on the entire priesthood and to drive married clergy either out of their
marriages or out of their livelihood. Archdeacon Walter, it seems, was a married man.

In Valerie Flint's view, Geoffrey’s was indeed an alternative type of history. He wrote
in defence of the secular values then under attack from the Reforming Church. His
heroes were "not celibates and monks but kings and queens with heirs to care for, a
country to love, and the courage and imagination to provide for them."™ It was intended
to be enjoyed as literature, but it was also an attack on contemporary historical writing
and on three historians in particular whom Geoffrey addresses at the end of his book.
His history ends with the last British king of all Britain, Cadwallader, who died in
Rome. The subsequent history of the island, Geoffrey announces, he leaves to other
historians: The task of describing the Welsh kings to his contemporary Caradoc of
Llancarfan, the kings of the Saxons to William of Malmesbury and Henry of
Huntingdon. But these last two should say nothing about the kings of the Britons, as
they do not have the book in the British tongue which Walter, Archdeacon of Oxford put
in his possession.

Caradoc of Llancarfan was a writer of Welsh Saints Lives, monkish stories in which
kings and princes, including the Tyrant Arthur, appear as villains, foils to the hero-
saints who defeat and humiliate them. A history of the Welsh kings is exactly the sort
of work this man would not be engaged in. Geoffrey's invitation to him is no
complement, it is an insult. As for Henry and William, both men wrote English
histories, both with a preface emphasising the quality and breadth of their reading.
Henry, in the same preface which made the claim that it was history which
distinguished rational men from brute beasts, also praised his own abilities as a
writer. Geoffrey in his preface claims just one British book as the source of his history,
which he has merely translated in his own rustic style - and then forbids William and
'*" Robert Huntington Fletcher, The Arthurian material in the Chronicles, p56
2 J S P Tatlock, The Legendary History of Britain, University of California Press, Berkeley, 1950, p277

"% |bid.
'# Valerie | J Flint, Historia Regum Britanniae of Geoffrey of Monmouth: Parody and its Purpose, p 467-8
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Henry, for the lack of it, from touching on the subject he has made his own.

Among the sources which Geoffrey actually uses are the histories of William and
Henry themselves. But, says Flint, Geoffrey uses them only to mock them in a “subtle
but quite relentless substitution of images”.”™ William attributes the construction of the
hot baths at Bath to the plainly historical Julius Caesar. Geoffrey says they were built
by the patently fictional Bladud, who met his death in a flying accident. Henry’s
Emperor Constantine is the son of St. Helen, grandson of the British king Coel (the
original Old King Cole). Geoffrey’s Coel is a duke who usurped the kingdom, his
Helen, though beautiful, musical and learned, is no saint, and his Constantine
dedicates himself, not to building churches and suppressing heresy, but to promoting
his British relations. The English law codes, treasured by the monastic historians,
particularly for their protection of sanctuary rights, originate, according to Geoffrey, with
the British rulers King Dunvallo and Queen Marcia. The insult is driven home by the
reference to Gildas, who, Geoffrey says, translated these Molmutine laws into Latin:
Geoffrey's educated contemporaries would know Gildas did no such thing.

Did William of Newburgh really not know what Geoffrey was up to? We have
evidence, as Flint points out, that William of Malmesbury certainly did. His De
Antiquitate Glastoniense Ecclesiae contains an account of the conversion of Britain to
Christianity: at the request of King Lucius of Britain, Pope Eleutherius sent two
missionaries, Phaganus and Deruvianus, who converted the Britons from paganism
and built the first church at Glastonbury. The story is from Bede, but Bede, though he
names the pope who sent them, the British king who received them, even the Roman
Emperors who ruled conjointly at the time, does not name the missionaries. Geoffrey
(who excludes any mention of William's beloved Glastonbury from his entire history)
gives the same names as William, but he also gives his source: the names and
deeds not only of these two but of the great many religious men who assisted them in
their godly work can be found in a book Gildas wrote about the victories of Aurelius
Ambrosius. There was no such book. William took the point. In his revised form of his
Gesta Regum, which incorporates material from De Antiquitate, he not only omits the
missionaries' names but states explicitly that they have been forgotten.

Geoffrey did not read all about the first Christian mission in a book written by Gildas.
Nor did he produce his own history by translating a book given him by Walter of Oxford.
This isn’t fraud, it's satire. But it is satire with a very serious purpose.

Geoffrey on Gildas

The essence of Geoffrey’s fraud, as William of Newburgh saw it and as the Dark Age
historians see it today, is that he persuaded his readers to treat the legendary British
king as if he were a genuine historical character. But the Dark Age historians fail to
see the political implications which would have been absolutely apparent to William.
The British historical tradition, of which Arthur was the linchpin, portrayed the British
peoples as the rightful rulers of the island of Britain at a time when the Roman
Church, particularly the faction William belonged to, was striving to subjugate the

'® Valerie | J Flint, Historia Regum Britanniae of Geoffrey of Monmouth: Parody and its Purpose, p456
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remaining independent Britons to the dominion of the Anglo-Normans. The Welsh
princes were to be placed under the dominion of the English crown, if indeed they
were not to be ousted altogether. The Welsh Church was to be absorbed into the
English Church, under the authority of the Archbishop of Canterbury. The Welsh
resisted. Their historical tradition denied the justice of Rome’s cause. It was they, and
not the English, who were the rightful rulers of Britain. In winning the crown of England
the Normans had not won the right to rule Wales. Though their cause might at times
appear hopeless the Welsh still hoped for deliverance. They hoped for Arthur’s return.

When William of Newburgh denounced the British faith in Arthur he did not do so as
a rationalist ridiculing a childish superstition. He did not dispute the validity of
prophecy. He simply denied this one. His disproof included the observation that
Merlin, by Geoffrey’s admission, was fathered by a devil, and “devils, being excluded
from the light of God, can never by meditation arrive at the cognisance of future
events.”"®

The British belief in the historical Arthur was bound up with their belief in his return,
in their hope of a restoration. And a history which included Arthur inevitably portrayed
the British as a Christian folk who had lost their lands through pagan treachery. The
history of the English, of which Bede was the founding text, portrayed the English as
the rightful rulers of Britain. God had given the best lands to them. The original
inhabitants had been deposed by God’s will, in punishment for their wickedness.
Bede’s evidence for this view is Gildas - as William of Newburgh reminds us.

According to William, the historical Arthur and the whole glorious history of the
Britons presented in Geoffrey’s book is a lie. Geoffrey had no British book, and the
Britons had no glorious history. We have the truth from Bede, who describes how
easily the Britons were subdued by the Saxons. They were easily subdued because
they were a contemptible race, militarily and morally, for which fact we have the
evidence of Gildas, a British historian on whom Bede drew. Though Gildas’ Latin is
coarse and unpolished his testimony is absolutely trustworthy: “there can be no
suspicion that the truth is disguised, when a Briton, speaking of Britons, declares, that
they were neither courageous in war, nor faithful in peace.”™

So the bruti British did have a historian, but just the one. As William of Malmesbury
remarked, before Geoffrey wrote: “What notice the Britons had attracted from other
peoples they owed to Gildas”,™ in which case, as historians have observed, they can
have known little good of them. William of Newburgh claimed that Geoffrey’s history
was an attempt to wash out the stains in the British character, and those stains were
put there by Gildas. Valerie Flint demonstrates that Geoffrey’s history is an attack on
the monk historians of his own day, and on their treasured sources. Above all it is an
attack on Gildas.

The attack begins at the beginning, in the opening paragraph of the dedication,
where Geoffrey draws his readers’ attention to the ‘brilliant books’ which Bede and
'# William of Newburgh, Historia Rerum Anglicarum, preface
'®” William of Newburgh, Historia Rerum Anglicarum, preface

'*8 in De Gestis Regum - see John Gillingham, The Context and Purposes of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s
History of the Kings of Britain, p105

98


Howard



Heretic Emperor: The Controversy

Gildas made. Thereafter, in the body of the book, he refers the reader five times to
Gildas, for corroboration or further information on topics briefly touched on - and
always with praise so extravagant and so inappropriate no one who has read Gildas’
sermon could mistake Geoffrey’s purpose. All but one of the references are to
incidents Gildas never touched on.

Only the last reference is genuine Gildas. Geoffrey is close to the end of his story.
Cadwallo, father of the last British king of Britain, has himself been driven from his
throne by the English King Edwin. The exile has come to his kinsman, Salomon, King
of Brittany, requesting aid. This drama entails a speech from both men, analysing the
cause of Britain’s problems. Cadwallo’s speech includes a paraphrase of a passage
from Gildas, the part where the Britons basked in luxury and fell prey to every vice,
including “such fornication as is not known even among the Gentiles”, “welcoming
Satan as an angel of light” and slaying kings soon after their anointing “with no enquiry
into the truth” in order to elevate still crueller replacements. The paraphrase is so
close that no one who had read both texts could fail to observe it, even if we were not
directed to it by Cadwallo’s remark “as the historian Gildas tells us”. He concludes his
speech with the statement that it is no wonder God has punished the Britons by
allowing invaders to take their land.

This is exactly the English perspective on British history, the story found in Bede
who, of course, had it from Gildas. It is the version of history which the Anglo-Norman
Reformers, heirs to the English Church, to her rights, her incomes and her lands,
were busily engaged in promoting. It is the precise antithesis of the British hope in
Arthur. It rests on Gildas, alone. There is only one witness to the vile character and
appalling acts of the Britons which merited the loss of their lands. To wash the stain
from the character of his race, Geoffrey has only to demolish Gildas’ reputation as a
historian. It is for that purpose Geoffrey, with sarcastic praise, directs his readers to
Gildas’ text, to topics Gildas never covered.

The first reference to Gildas is immediately after the first conquest of Britain and the
founding of her first city, Troia Nova, later Trinovantum. Geoffrey skips ahead in his
narrative and relates how the name of the city was eventually changed to Kaerlud
(which finally gives our London) by King Lud, the brother of King Cassivelaunus who
fought Julius Caesar. A third brother, Nennius, was outraged that Lud would do away
with the name of Troy in his own country, but Geoffrey limits his reportage of this
incident: "since Gildas the historian has dealt with this quarrel at sufficient length, |
prefer to omit it, for | do not wish to appear to be spoiling by my homelier style what so
distinguished a writer has set out with so much eloquence."™

Gildas includes no such incident. Indeed he begins his history by stating that he
intends to say nothing about the history of Britain before the coming of the Romans,
beyond that the country was then sunk in paganism and ruled by tyrants. There is
nothing in Gildas about the foundation of any British city, before or after the coming of
the Romans. There is no mention of Lud, Nennius, or Cassivelaunus. There is no
mention of Julius Caesar. In Gildas’ history we are not told precisely which Romans

1% Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, 1.18, p74
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invaded Britain, or when. But we are told, specifically, that there was no British
resistance: “The people, unwarlike but untrustworthy, were not subdued, like other
races, by the sword fire and the engines of war so much as by mere threats and legal
penalties”. Gildas made this up. Geoffrey’s readers have only to turn from Gildas to
Bede, as he has effectively directed them to in his preface, and Gildas mendacity is
exposed. For Bede tells us there was a British resistance and names
Cassobellaunus as its leader - as indeed does Caesar himself in his Gallic wars.
Geoffrey adds one more proof, quoting a line from Lucan on Caesar: “ he ran away in
terror from the Britons whom he had come to attack”. In a few brief, humorous lines
Geoffrey has shown us that Gildas had no intention of writing a history of Britain, as
such, and that this British monk is the antithesis of a patriot.

The next two references are to works, aside from his sermon, which Gildas never
wrote; the Latin translation of the Molmutine law code, and the book about the victories
of Aurelius Ambrosius which gave an account of the first Christian mission to Britain. A
very full account, according to Geoffrey, including the names and deeds of a great
number of religious men who came over to assist Faganus and Duvianus in their
work, which Geoffrey declines to repeat: “All this Gildas set out in a treatise which is so
lucidly written that it seemed to me unnecessary that it should be described a second
time in my more homely style."™ Neither work existed. Gildas tells us nothing of how
Britain was governed before the coming of the Romans, and all that he has to say
about the victories of Ambrosius is contained in a single paragraph. His book is not a
British history, nor a patriotic history, and nor is it a military history. Indeed, as Geoffrey
goes on to demonstrate, it isn’'t even a religious history.

There is no King Lucius in Gildas’ history. The story is taken from Bede. Geoffrey’s
educated readers would know this of course, but he carefully underlines it. Bede
opens his story with a date reference: "In the year of our Lord's Incarnation 156...""
which Geoffrey recycles for the death of Lucius, "In the year 156 after the Incarnation of
our Lord he was buried with all honour..." Gildas, in contrast, dates the first Christian
mission to the time of the apostles, in the reign of Tiberius. We known that in
Geoffrey’s day the Lucius legend was the official version of Britain’s conversion, the
one promoted by the Reformers (the Joseph of Arimathea story was not incorporated
into any ecclesiastical history until the following century). But if Bede is right then
Gildas must be wrong. And if Gildas, a monk, could be wrong on this issue, what else
might he be wrong about?

Geoffrey’s fourth reference is to the mission of Germanus and Lupus which
successfully combated the Pelagian heresy in Britain: "for through their agency God
performed many wonders, which Gildas has described with great literary skill in his
treatise."™ Gildas, Geoffrey invites us to observe, describes nothing with great literary
skill, and certainly not this. Neither the Pelagians, nor Germanus, get so much as a
mention in his sermon. Bede has a full account of the two missions, taken from
Constantius. He even gives a contemporary reference, quoting a poem from 'Prosper

1% Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, IV.20, p125-6
" Bede, A History of the English Church and People, 1.4
%2 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, V1.13, p160
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the rhetorician'. This isn't a legend: the mission did really happen, and Geoffrey's
readers knew it. It is exactly the sort of incident that a monk historian could be
expected to report. Yet Gildas does not mention it.

Once Geoffrey has drawn his readers’ attention to Gildas’ omissions they could not
fail to notice others. Most startling is the complete absence of Constantine the Great,
the first Christian Emperor who was not only raised to the purple in Britain but was, in
Geoffrey’s day, thought to be half British himself, the son of the British princess St.
Helen. There is no mention of either of Constantine Ill whom Geoffrey makes Arthur’s
grandfather, but his readers would know from Bede that this man existed. There is no
mention of Arthur - but there is no Arthur in Bede either.

In the very first paragraph of his work, in the dedication, Geoffrey draws his readers’
attention to the classical problem of Arthur. Until Walter gave him that British book he
was himself unable to find out anything about the kings of Britain, about Arthur, except
what Gildas and Bede related in the brilliant books they each made on the subject.
This is a frank invitation to his audience to turn to the brilliant books of Bede and
Gildas and see what they have to say about the most famous British king. And what
would they find? Badon, but no Arthur: the victor is not named in either text. But
Geoffrey’s readers would be bound to observe that there was nothing in Bede's text on
this subject that he hadn't taken straight from Gildas. The evidence against Arthur is
not Bede and Gildas, it is Gildas alone. Modern historians are of course aware of this,
but any contemporary reader of Geoffrey, following his direction, would have reached
the same conclusion.

There is no Arthur in Gildas’ book. But The Ruin of Britain is not a patriotic history,
nor a military history, nor, indeed, is it a history of Britain. It fails to give any account, or
even to name the names, of other important individuals who played a major and
widely recognised role in Britain’s past. It doesn’t even name the first Christian
emperor. As Geoffrey so plainly demonstrates to his readers, Gildas is no historian,
and his sermon is no kind of evidence against Arthur’s existence.

For centuries Geoffrey has been accused of fooling his contemporaries into treating
the British historical tradition as if it were genuine history. Perhaps they were fooled.
But equally they might have been convinced by his arguments.

The Return of Arthur

Arthur 'emerges' into European history in the twelfth century. He did not suddenly
appear out of nowhere, he was translocated from the historical tradition of his own
people into the Anglo-Norman historical tradition - that is, into the historical tradition of
an alien and largely hostile race - and thence into Europe.

This is a startling phenomenon. In the early decades of the twelfth century British
history, and its principal hero, were all but unknown to the rest of Europe. Yet before
the end of that century a French commentator on Geoffrey's other major work, The
Prophecies of Merlin, was famously to ask: "What place is there within the bounds of
the empire of Christendom to which the winged praise of Arthur the Briton has not
extended? Who is there, | ask, who does not speak of Arthur the Briton, since he is but
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little less known to the peoples of Asia than to the Britons, as we are informed by our
palmers who return from the countries of the East? The Eastern people speak of him
as do the Western, though separated by the breadth of the whole earth. Egypt speaks
of him and the Bosporus is not silent. Rome, queen of cities, sings his deeds, and his
wars are not unknown to her former rival Carthage. Antioch, Armenia, and Palestine
celebrate his feats."™ From the time of Geoffrey’s writing to the end of his century the
public reputation of the Britons had undergone a total transformation: Their national
hero was now all Christendom's hero; the period of his rule, of British independence,
a lost lamented Golden Age in the eyes of all Europe. How very odd this is historians
don't appear to notice.

There has been some little debate about the processes involved. Was Geoffrey
entirely responsible for the whole business, or only partly, his history encouraging the
spread of the romances by passing Arthur off as an historical character? It is now
commonly observed that The History of the Kings of Britain is great literature, even that
it made a great contribution to European literature by providing it with the memorable
characters of Arthur and Merlin. What commentators fail to note is that this was a
propaganda victory of almost unimaginable proportions. The British nations,
squeezed to the extreme margins of their territory and under pressing threat from
more powerful neighbours, suddenly succeeded in foisting their version of history onto
a Europe which was previously ignorant of it: this, in a world where winners write
history! Whatever proportion of this success belongs to Geoffrey, this much we have to
credit: it was certainly a part of his purpose to persuade the non-Celtic races of
Arthur's existence, and he achieved that spectacularly.

And for his very success Geoffrey was condemned as a fraud for centuries. The
extent of this misjudgement of Geoffrey is the most impressive illustration of the anti-
Celtic bias of our modern historical tradition. Historians denouncing Geoffrey not only
paid no attention to the sheer scale of his achievement, they entirely ignored the
political circumstances in which it was achieved. It was achieved, as said, against a
background of military aggression against the British from more powerful neighbours,
an aggression encouraged and abetted by the most powerful political force in Europe,
the Roman Church. It is on record that Roman clerics denigrated Arthur and
denounced Arthurian romance. Geoffrey himself was not merely denounced, he was
demonised.™ And it is all the stranger that historians have ignored the political
background to Geoffrey's achievement considering his history is dedicated to two of
the greatest Norman power-brokers of his day, whose shifts of allegiance determined
which dynasty finally held the English crown.

It should always have been obvious that there was more to Arthur’s return to history
than the appeal of his legend, or the stupidity of Geoffrey’s readers. But exactly what
lay behind it all, the Dark Age historians have not thought to ask. It is not, after all, their
area. Arthur enters the historical domain in the twelfth century, and is a subject for the
medieval specialist. And what the medieval specialists have discovered about

'® These words are sometimes attributed to Alain de Lille, sometimes to Alan of Tewkesbury.
% by Giraldus Cambrensis in Itinerary through Wales - see above, Chapter 1.2, The Pseudo-History of
Britain
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Geoffrey has not penetrated through to the Dark Age historians, who continue to view
him as the enlightenment viewed him, as a fraudulent historian, and as a stick with
which to beat the Arthurians.

How right, as it turns out, is Oliver Padel’s observation: asking the wrong question
can thoroughly distort our interpretation of the evidence. This long misjudgement of
Geoffrey of Monmouth rests on just one question, centuries old: Did he, as he
claimed, have a British book, of which his History of the Kings of Britain is a
translation? The answer was clearly ‘No’. So Geoffrey was dismissed as a fraud, and
even now no respectable Dark Age historian can risk appearing to endorse anything
he included in his disreputable book.

The same devastating distortion can arise from failing to ask the right question. The
entire history of sub-Roman Britain is now supposed to rest on one text, Gildas’ The
Ruin of Britain. But why is Gildas our only surviving contemporary text? This is surely
the ‘natural’ question, the one above all others which it ought to have occurred to Dark
Age historians to ask. They don'’t ask it. However, one of them has already supplied us
with the answer. In Sub-Roman Britain David Dumville tells us that "In Southern
England in the late seventh, the eighth and ninth centuries, and particularly at
Canterbury, a great deal of scholarly activity centred on the text of Gildas..."™
Canterbury, in the extreme south east of Britain, in the territory earliest lost to the
invader, was the seat of the first bishop of the English. The only surviving British
document from Arthur’s period was preserved by their racial enemies. It was Saxon
scholars who handed Gildas’ history down to posterity.

The history of the defeated is indeed forfeit. What has survived of the British tradition
has now been ruled out as irrelevant to the study of Arthur’s period: it is all far too late;
it is untrustworthy; it isn’'t history at all, it is only legend. The fifth- and sixth-century
British, as Dumville reminds us in a tone of weary contempt, have failed to hand down
to us anything historians could respect as an historical source. But this is hardly an
honest appraisal.

If we want to understand Dark Age Britain, if we really want to know what happened
in this formative period of our history, we cannot simply rule the British tradition out of
court. The British were the dominant force throughout the fifth and sixth centuries. It is
pointless for the Dark Age historians to complain that the record they have left us is not
the record they feel entitled to expect. The Britons were defeated. This is the best they
could manage. It may be that it is mostly legendary. Then we must address our
questions to the legend.
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BOOK 2

THE LEGEND

There is a stream of tradition, running as it were underground, which
from time to time rises to the surface, only to be relentlessly suppressed.
It may be the Troubadours, the symbolical language of whose love
poems is held to convey another, less innocent meaning, or the
Albigenses, whose destruction the church holds for a sacred duty.
Alchemy, whose Elixir of Life and Philosopher's Stone are but names
veiling a deeper and more spiritual meaning, belong to the same
family. Of similar origin is that freemasonry which outside our own
Islands is even today reckoned as the greatest enemy of the Christian
faith, and which still employs signs and symbols identical with those
known and used in the mysteries of long-vanished faiths.

Jessie Weston, The Quest for the Holy Grail, 1913
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Chapter 5

The Grail Mystery

We cannot accept a text, or an item in a text, simply on the ground that
it appears to derive from 'tradition’. This all too common excuse is by
itself meaningless. What is 'tradition'? Whose tradition? Monastic, legal,
or craft tradition?

David Dumville, 1977

The Hidden Church

The problem with Arthur is the legend, which completely overshadows the history.
Arthur is remembered because of the legend, and remembered as the legend
presents him, a Golden Age king. The historical evidence was always acknowledged
to be slight. It is now dismissed as non-existent. Where once evidence for the
historical Arthur was to be sought in the pre-Geoffrey British texts, now the entire
Arthurian matter, British or European, before or after Geoffrey, is counted as legendary.
And being legend it is historically irrelevant.

‘Alternative’ historians take an opposite view. The apparently least historical, most
fairy-tale element of the Arthurian legend, the legend of the Holy Grail, has proved for
them a most fruitful source of material. Most readers of this book will be familiar the
genre. First in the field in recent years was Baigent, Leigh and Lincoln